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Abstract 
Understanding the Persistence and Navigational Experiences of Underrepresented 
College Students at a Private, Jesuit, Catholic University 
Jennifer Leigh Dessus, Ed.D. 
Drexel University, December 2017 
Chairperson: Jennifer Katz- Buonincontro 
Although higher education enrollment has increased over the last century, 
however at Catholic institutions underrepresented students are graduating at lower rates 
than White and non- first-generation students. The lack of persistence of 
underrepresented students leads to an attainment gap wider than that at other private 
universities. Furthermore, it contributes to the historical, educational attainment gap 
between marginalized –ethnic and racial minorities, low-income, and first-generation– 
populations and White students. A plethora of persistence and retention literature exists, 
but missing from the research are the authentic voices of the students from these 
populations, especially from Jesuit, Catholic institutions. Therefore, the purpose of this 
study was to explore the persistence and navigational experiences of college students 
from underrepresented backgrounds studying at a private, Jesuit, Catholic university. 
This qualitative study, using focus groups and individual interviews, was guided 
by four research questions. The study’s 16 participants shared their academic and social 
integration experiences and challenges as they navigated their college environment. The 
data collected was transcribed and in vivo quotes were used to construct codes. The 
analysis revealed four overarching themes and additional subthemes which demonstrate 
the participants’ strong understanding of their identities and grit that assists them in 
persisting towards their goal of graduating from college. 
ix
The participants' process of becoming integrated into the University began with 
the establishment of connections and by becoming active participants on campus. It is 
their cultural identities and precollege backgrounds that impact how they adjust and 
cope, both academically and socially, within the college environment. They utilize 
cultural capital and links with others who share similar values to overcome challenges. 
The persistence of underrepresented students is aided by supportive relationships and 
their perceptions and feelings about themselves, and their academic ability. Additionally, 
underrepresented students know where and how to find on-campus support once they 
acquire a sense of belonging. These findings lead to understanding that the persistence 
and navigation of underrepresented students are tied to their feelings of belonging and 
the support systems they form with peers, faculty, and the staff at the institution. 
Keywords: academic integration, Catholic, Jesuit, identity, navigation, persistence, 
precollege, social integration, underrepresented college students 
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Research
Introduction to the Problem
A special report by the Lumina Foundation cited improving first generation 
higher education success rates as a “critical national priority,” as the achievement gap for 
college attainment widens between White and underrepresented populations – which 
include first generation, low-income, and minority students (Matthews, 2009). The focus 
on determining effective ways to reduce the gap in educational attainment is not a new 
concern in education policy and programming creation. However, as our nation 
continues to demographically shift, it is important that the literature reflect the diverse 
needs of a changing student population that continues to graduate college at lower 
percentages. In 2013, Black and Hispanic students earned bachelor’s degrees at 21% and 
30% respectively, while “White students (43 percent), Asian students (47 percent), and 
students of two or more races (49 percent)” had higher graduation rates within 4 years 
(NCES, 2016, n.p.). 
Higher education student enrollment has increased in the last century. The 
increase includes a larger segment of the student population from lower socio-economic 
backgrounds, minority, or first- generation families. In a study of Catholic secondary 
schools, Setari and Setari (2016) found that, “Catholic schools were able to transition 
more minority students into higher education, fulfilling the demands for more qualified 
college students and diversity” even during the economic downturn between 2007-2009 
(p.17). However, the access and enrollment of underrepresented students into higher 
education has not led to an increase in retention or graduation rates. “The degree 
completion rate gap between first-generation students and their peers whose parents have 
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college experience is largest at Catholic four-year colleges (54.9% vs. 69.3%, a gap of 
14.4 percentage points)” (DeAngelo, Franke, Hurtado, Pryor & Tran, 2011, p.10). This 
persistent gap creates for college retention professionals a difficult predicament. It is one 
that increases the pressure of retaining students, who may not fit the “traditional” student 
profile through graduation. The needs of these populations are multi-faceted and ever- 
changing, yet their importance to the viability of the individual institution and country’s 
economic future is great. 
Historical Background 
In the United States, there are 28 Jesuit colleges and universities that are 
“grounded in faith and intellectual rigor.” As a Jesuit institution, part of its historic 
mission is “educating first generation students” and students from “a wide diversity of 
economic, cultural, ethnic, religious, and geographic backgrounds” (AJCU, 2010, p.7). 
Although this is a stated portion of the overarching mission of Jesuit colleges and 
universities, the average minority student enrollment in 2013-14 for all of the Jesuit 
colleges and universities was 29.3% which includes non-resident aliens (AJCU, n.d., p.5). 
The institution, referred to in this study as Northeast Jesuit University, is steeped 
in the Jesuit characteristics of service, academic excellence and leadership. The mission 
of the University is rooted in caring for the whole person, cura personalis, and seeking 
success for all of its students. Offering undergraduate and graduate degrees, the 
University’s 2016 enrollment totaled 8,415 students. The traditional undergraduate day 
population was 4,860 with 17% identified as racially or ethnically diverse. In recent 
years, the University has had fluctuations in its incoming class size and a change in 
student demographics with an increase in the number of students from backgrounds 
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dissimilar to those traditionally studying at the university. The diversity in student 
backgrounds – ethnic, racial, religious, and socio-economic – add to the academic and 
social support initiatives needed both before entrance into the university and while 
enrolled, if retention and graduation numbers are to hold steady or increase. 
According to Baker and Robnett (2012), in retaining students from 
underrepresented backgrounds it is an imperative that they receive social support from 
within the university (p.331). Therefore, Northeast Jesuit University has two precollege 
offerings for students who may come from underrepresented and underprepared 
backgrounds, who could benefit from an early introduction to higher education and the 
University. 
High School Precollege Program. The University recognized the need to look 
outside of the population it usually attracted and to the greater community surrounding it. 
Therefore, in 2004 as an initiative of then President, a high school precollege program 
was created. Its mission was to increase college preparation for students from 
underrepresented populations who then could also provide additional student diversity to 
the institution. The program engaged high school seniors with on-campus programs that 
assisted with the financial aid and college application processes. 
Since 2007, the program has added precollege programming with a goal of 
preparing a greater number of high school students for higher education success, whether 
they matriculate at Northeast Jesuit or another institution. High school students beginning 
in ninth grade are invited to participate in Saturday academic and leadership workshops. 
In the last months of their sophomore year through the first months of senior year, 
program participants are provided with free test preparation for the SAT examination. 
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Additionally, there are two summer programs that introduce the high school students to 
the University’s campus, while connecting them to other motivated students and the 
University faculty and staff who serve as summer course instructors. 
The diversity of the program’s participants includes those from religious faiths 
other than Catholicism, low-income, first-generation families and those from schools 
ranging from public to some of the area’s most academically rigorous. Since the program 
serves as outreach to the community, the participation guidelines are not stringent, but 
students are required to be open to being inclusive and diverse to others viewpoints, and 
interested in their own academic success. 
The program participants are encouraged to apply to the University, however 
admission to Northeast Jesuit is contingent upon the strength of the student’s application 
and admission counselor’s decision about the applicant’s fit. Once a program participant 
is accepted into the University, they are then able to apply for the competitive 
scholarship linked to the program. Scholarship recipients are provided with full-tuition 
awards for four-years of study and a second form of advisement through the program. 
The scholarships from fall semester of 2005 through spring semester of 2016 have 
supported 73 incoming freshmen. The cohorts have ranged from a high of 13 awarded 
scholarships in 2006 and low of four in 2011. The retention and graduation rate for these 
Scholars is favorable with a six-year graduation rate of 85.15%, which is 6% higher than 
the overall University 6 -year graduation rate for the same period of time. 
Diversity and Inclusion Early Arrival Program. The second program which 
serves as a bridge for incoming freshmen is the diversity and inclusion early arrival 
program. It is structured with intentional interactions with the professionals who offer 
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academic and social support to the entire University population. Faculty members and 
individuals from the offices within Student Affairs, Campus Ministry, and the Advising 
Centers participate as facilitators or panelist. Workshops focus on financial awareness, 
self-advocacy, networking and advising sessions with academic success strategies 
provided. The incoming freshmen participants work in small groups led by the 
program’s undergraduate ambassadors and spend evenings participating in social 
activities or on off-campus trips. The program participants are offered continued support 
with meetings held throughout their first year, academic monitoring and advising. 
Participants are not contractual bound to continue program involvement once the three-
day early arrival programming ends, but are encourage to remain connected to those they 
met in the program. 
The intended results of the early arrival program are in alignment with the 
University mission for a diversity and inclusive campus. Positive results from the 
program can in turn increase the number of underrepresented students graduating from 
the University, increasing the retention rate and academic success of this population of 
undergraduates. Other outcomes include early connection of freshmen to support 
services and peers who are from similar backgrounds. Additionally, the students 
participating in the early arrival program have a stronger likelihood of utilizing the 
support service offered to assist in their transition and acclimation to campus and 
throughout their four years. 
Statement of the Problem 
The underrepresented first generation, racial or ethnic minority student 
populations, enrolled in private, Catholic higher education institutions are graduating at 
lower rates than White and non-first generation students, which leads to an attainment 
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gap wider than that at other private universities. 
Purpose and Significance of the Problem 
The purpose of this study is to understand the experiences of underrepresented 
students enrolled in a private, predominately White, Jesuit, Catholic University who 
have seemingly academically and socially integrated into their college environment 
and are on academic track to graduate. 
The significance of this research is that with very limited literature addressing the 
experiences of underrepresented student populations on Catholic campuses, this study 
can inform both retention policy and practice leading to an increase in the graduation rate 
of these students completing their undergraduate studies. Furthermore, it provides 
stakeholders inside and outside of the University with insight into the academic and 
social integration experiences of these populations who struggle to graduate. Since there 
is the need for diverse populations to not just enroll, but to graduate from higher 
education institutions, it is important to hear these students’ voices. As Museus and 
Quaye (2009) explain, “to serve increasingly diverse populations with limited resources, 
[higher education professionals] must understand how to foster success” (p.68). 
Understanding the ways to most effectively increase academic achievement and retain 
students until graduation will be a task for 21st century college faculty and administrators 
because “by better identifying the outcomes of specific programs, institutions can move 
successful programs from their status as oases for small groups of students toward 
spurring wider institutional transformation” (Hurtado, 2009, p.3). 
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Research Questions 
The following questions will guide this exploratory case study: 
1. How do underrepresented students navigate a predominantly White, Jesuit,
Catholic university in order to become socially and academically integrated? 
2. What challenges have the students faced relating to their identity on a
predominately White, Jesuit, Catholic campus and in how have they addressed 
them? 
3. How do underrepresented students describe the strategies they find integral to
their academic persistence? 
4. What institutional supports do the underrepresented students identify as integral
to their persistence? (i.e. peer networking, mentoring, social programs) 
The Conceptual Framework 
Researcher’s Stances and Experiential Base 
At the time of the study, the researcher was employed as a director of a higher 
education precollege program. The role as an administrator included outreach to 
underrepresented high school students, high school guidance counselors and program 
directors in efforts to recruit participants for the precollege programming. Additionally, 
the position required tracking the persistence, advising and supporting the precollege 
participants, who were awarded scholarship and became undergraduates at the 
University. The precollege program and department that provided oversight were 
connected to the mission of the University, its intentions to be more inclusive and 
diverse, and work towards social justice. It placed the researcher in a mindset of striving 
through programming to somehow right the educational inequalities that plague 
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educational systems, while working to diversify a predominately White, Jesuit, Catholic 
institution with students unlike those who made up the traditional student body. It 
additionally provided the impetus to conduct a study that focused on type of students, 
those often underrepresented in higher education, that the researcher’s work primarily 
focuses on supporting. 
Although there is abundant research relating to persistence and retention, 
including that of underrepresented students, the experiences of these students, their 
unique cultural connections and how they have navigated the university have not been 
told. As concluded by Harper (2007), in order to “understand and foster conditions to 
replicate effective educational practices” it is the “absence of voice and sense making” of 
the students’ experiences, which creates a need for qualitative research of students’ 
navigation of college (p.56). 
As a researcher adopting the multi-paradigmatic view the study will be framed 
using combined theoretical perspectives, such as transformative and critical realism, as a 
means of understanding these students and their journey in an environment that may be 
very different from those that they lived and studied in before college. “The 
transformative paradigm is applicable to the study of the power structures that perpetuate 
social inequities” (Mertens, 2010, p.476). Research that is grounded in critical realism 
“assigns agency, voice and real-life experiences” which can lead to the “identification 
and deconstruction of operational social structures, including attitudes, values, ideologies, 
and discursive practices that oppress people” (Egbo, 2005, p. 271). 
In seeking to better understand the experiences of students underrepresented in 
higher education because of their racial, socioeconomic and familial backgrounds, it is 
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equally important that the transformative lens is used to focus on the cultural and 
historically power inequalities between these students and those who have traditionally 
been in positions of power. Specifically, as Mertens (2007) highlights, “the power [is] 
associated with explanations of the achievement gap between minority and majority 
students in the United States” (p.54). 
Conceptual Framework 
This study will explore the experiences of undergraduates at a private, Jesuit, 
Catholic university where they have successfully persisted although their backgrounds 
are dissimilar from many of the student body. The conceptual framework that informs 
this study is comprised of three distinct research streams (Reference figure 1): 
1. Culturally inclusive persistence and retention models
2. Higher education student integration and transition




Kuh & Love (2000) Cultural Perspective of 
Student Departure  












(persistence and retention) 
Figure 1. Conceptual Framework
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 The framework provided build on the historical research of Vincent Tinto (1975) 
and his Student Integration Model, yet takes into consideration the unique positionality 
of students from underrepresented backgrounds. In the research of Yosso (2005) in the 
creation of the Community Cultural Wealth Model and Kuh and Love’s (2000) Cultural 
Perspective of Student Departure, the persistence and retention research, which will 
undergird this study are models which include new perspectives for higher education 
professionals to consider. The historical inequities in the preparation, access and 
integration of those from underrepresented student populations can begin to be mitigated 
when consideration is given to their cultural experiences and skills that they bring with 
them into college. The framework of the study serves to link the factors that can assist in 
the academic retention and success of an underrepresented student. 
The second stream provides the literature that considers college student 
integration and transition into the higher education environment. Although academic 
preparation is important for access to higher education it is the “nonacademic, precollege 
characteristics of students, including academic motivation, self-discipline, and self- 
confidence” that research has found are predictors of student persistence (Reason, 2009, 
p.664).
The third literature stream focuses on the underrepresented populations enrolled at 
Catholic colleges and universities in increased numbers, but often fail to graduate. These 
are the students from racial or ethnic minority groups that may also be either low-income 
of first-generation, or represent all of these categories. “Because many Latino college 
students are first generation students (the first in their family to attend college), their 
patterns of enrollment are neither uniform nor based on well-documented prestige or 
quality” (Contreras, 2016, p.90). Contreras (2016) explains that “the proportion of Latino 
students attending Catholic colleges and universities falls 
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well below the percent of Latino students enrolled in Catholic high schools and the 
percentage of Latinos in K–12 public schools” (p.103). “The impact that attending 
Catholic schools has had on minority attainment of higher education and success in 
higher education institutions is of particular importance” (Setari & Setari, 2016, p.5). 
Definition of Terms 
Academic persistence is continued enrollment (or degree completion) at an 
institution, making satisfactory academic progress. Often used interchangeably with 
retention, but persistence is an individual or student level measure of success whereas 
retention is the institutional level of academic success (Hagedorn, 2005). 
Attrition is the reduction of students that occurs when they choose to leave before 
completion of studies 
Cultural capital as defined by Yosso (2005) expands the knowledge that 
possessed by the privileged societal groups to include, “an accumulation of specific 
forms of knowledge, skills and abilities that are valued by privileged groups in society” 
(p.76). 
First generation college students are those whose parents or guardians have not 
acquired a baccalaureate degree. 
Navigation (navigational capital) is possessing the ability or “skill to maneuver 
through social institutions” especially those that could be hostile and continue to achieve 
“in the presence of stressful events” with specific reference to places historically 
unwelcoming to Communities of Color (Yosso, 2005, p.80). 
Precollege programs are those operated by colleges or universities, governmental 
agencies, or non-profit organizations to provide underrepresented populations with 
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academic enrichment and college awareness for students in middle or high school. The 
purposes of these programs are to assist the student’s academic achievement and also 
prepare them for college (Cowan, Pitre & Pitre, 2009, p.108). 
Retention is the continuous enrollment (or degree completion) of students within 
the same institution. Often used interchangeably with persistence, but persistence is an 
individual or student level measure of success whereas retention is the institutional level 
of academic success (Hagedorn, 2005). 
Social capital includes the value of information that flows from people who know 
and understand a system and can share it among that social group or network. It is 
“privileged knowledge, resources, and information attained through social networks is 
important within higher education because it can be used to make beneficial decisions 
related to choosing colleges and what kinds of academic and social choices to make while 
enrolled in college (Pascarella, Pierson, Wolniak, & Terenzini, 2004) (Soria & Stableton, 
2012). 
Summer bridge programs often serve as alternative or conditional admission 
programs into college and often serve underrepresented student populations. The 
programs seek to ease the transition and integration of the student into their new college 
environment. A summer bridge program is often held between high school graduation 
and the beginning of the freshman fall semester. (Allen & Bir, 2012) (Strayhorn, 2011). 
Underrepresented students are defined in this study as those populations of 
students in higher education who are inadequately represented. Those from first 
generation families, low socio-economic and minority backgrounds are often categorized 
in higher education as being classified as underrepresented. 
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Assumptions and Limitations 
The study assumes that the precollege support provided by the University 
increases the likelihood of the participants persisting until graduation. Furthermore, it 
assumes that these same students because of their participation during high school, 
summers in the academic enrichment programs, and days before college begins are more 
adequately prepared for the rigors of continuing their education at Northeast Jesuit 
University.  
Since the study focuses on a relatively small sample size, from one institution, 
generalizing the findings would be improper. The research cannot predict the outcome or 
effectiveness of all precollege programming for underrepresented students. It additionally 
recognizes that the experiences of all students coming from low-income, first generation 
or ethnic minority backgrounds are different. However, the outcome of this research may 
lead to understanding what support systems and structures an institution can provide that 
would benefit the academic and social integration of students aiding in their continued 
persistence through graduation.  
The research is a means to better understand the students’ experiences which 
could provide information for determining ways to further the diversity and retention 
goals of the University. Additionally, for the researcher who serves as the director of a 
precollege program, the outcomes could inform annual goals and offer ways for 
continuous improvement of student initiatives to be shared with other University 
stakeholders. 
A limitation of the study, in addition to the small sample size, is that there is a 
closeness between the researcher and some of participants of the two programs which 
will provide the sample for the study. To ensure that the voice of the students comes 
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through in the research and that participants are encouraged to freely share, the researcher 
utilized a third party to conduct the focus groups. 
Summary 
The continuous evolution of higher education in the United States, will require 
not only the recruitment and admission of students from underrepresented populations, 
but also educational leadership that ensures that these populations complete their 
studies.  Although current research does address factors that can negatively impact 
persistence and beneficial implementations, like social and academic integration, there 
is a lack of research on long-term structures that support underrepresented student 
academic success and retention at Catholic colleges and universities. The focus of this 
study are the experiences of students whose persistence is at risk if institutions are not 
addressing their specific needs, which could make integration into the university more 
challenging. The results of such study could provide useful information for those 
institutions seeking new perspectives on how to support students and thus increase 
retention and graduation rates of their underrepresented populations. 
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Chapter 2: The Review of Literature 
Introduction to Chapter 2 
The composition of the study body at all educational levels has shifted 
demographically to include more students from Black, Latino, low-income and first 
generation families. It is therefore important that the literature reflects the diverse needs 
of this student population at all levels, but specifically in higher education. “The college 
transition rates for underrepresented students represent a leakage in the educational 
pipeline, a disturbing trend in a time when the greatest growth in the K-12 population can 
be seen among diverse student populations” (Contreras, 2011, p.505). Additionally, 
understanding the ways to most effectively increase academic achievement and retain 
undergraduates until graduation could reduce the educational attainment gap between 
underrepresented populations and White students. 
Nationally, students from underrepresented backgrounds are increasing in 
enrollment across higher education. However, these students need to be retained until 
graduation. In order to determine how to best address the educational needs of these 
students requires understanding the factors which lead to attrition or a lack of academic 
and social integration into the often-foreign landscape of higher education. The 
underrepresented student population, enrolled in higher education institutions, is often 
underprepared and has a higher rate of attrition. Therefore, the purpose of this study was 
to explore and begin to understanding what students believe are the structures and 
support offered to them that has been most valuable, is important. This could provide a 
roadmap for creating new pathways that increase the academic success and retention of 
underrepresented college students at private, Jesuit, Catholic universities. The retention 
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and academic needs of this population, including their academic and social integration 
must be addressed adequately and include considerations of their unique cultural 
perspectives. If not, there will continue to be a segment of the population without college 
degrees to secure gainful employment. 
This review of literature is organized to provide a review of retention and 
persistence theoretical models with a specific focus on more recent research and an 
examination of the precollege background factors and supports for higher education 
integration, which included cultural perspectives in the construction of models relating to 
student experiences which impact their retention. The review will conclude with an 
overview of underrepresented student populations in higher education who these 
retention models seek to support in higher education. 
Literature Review 
 Cultural Perspectives on Persistence and Retention Theories 
Persistence and retention literature are often linked, but they have two distinct 
roles in higher education. Persistence is tied to the students and their educational goals, 
while retention is the responsibility of the institution, to prevent attrition thus aiding in a 
student’s persistence (Reason, 2009). There is ample literature relating to the reasons 
why students do not persist and how these issues can be addressed. However, there are 
flaws, which weaken historical persistence and retention theories and newer more 
inclusive models that seek to strengthen what is already known about factors that can 
hinder a student from any background from academically succeeding and persisting. 
Traditional theoretical framework. The theoretical framework for this review 
of literature includes research and theories that provide a historical perspective of the 
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persistence and retention research, which spans over forty years. The theories of Vincent 
Tinto (1975, 1993) provided much of the beginning literature on student persistence and 
retention. Although much of the empirical research has been influenced by the work of 
Tinto, subsequently it was further developed to include factors and populations that his 
initial work failed to recognize (Hermanowicz, 2006). 
Tinto’s Student Integration Model (1975), is based in part on Durkheim’s theory 
of suicide, and theorizes that the social integration of students increases their institutional 
commitment, ultimately reducing the likelihood of student attrition (Swail, Redd & 
Perna, 2003). Therefore, a student’s introduction, social, and academic integration into 
their new college environment fosters either an attachment that leads to persistence or 
barriers that impede one’s success. There were five theoretical perspectives described by 
Tinto (1986) relating to a student’s attrition: psychological, economic, societal, 
organizational, and interactional. All he theorized could lead to a student deciding to not 
continue their education. 
Additionally, Tinto’s (1993) Theory of Individual Departure, a longitudinal, 
interactional model is “explanatory” and can also be considered “policy relevant”, since it 
provides guidance for institutions seeking to determine ways of increasing retention 
(p.113). It further links the myriad of factors that can impede the progress of a college 
student who is without the positive impact of interventions that support a student beyond 
the first year of college. The focus of the theory using social anthropology and the work 
of Arnold van Gennep (1909) is on the establishment of membership. The stages of van 
Gennep’s Rites of Passage (1909) included “separation, transition and incorporation” as a 
method of becoming a member of society (cited in Tinto, 1988, p.442). Similarly, Tinto 
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used these stages to explain what occurred during the transition from high school to 
college, with the failure to complete these stages being an indicator of why attrition 
occurs. 
Persistence and retention theory weakness. Although Tinto’s (1993) Student 
Departure and Student Integration models have been widely referenced in studies of 
student retention and persistence, they are not without criticism. In Tinto’s (1993) 
sociological approach, the original models were designed to address the retention and 
persistence of a White traditional aged student, who was a recent high school graduate, 
and enrolling in a four-year institution. Tinto (2006) noted that his earlier work “was 
drawn from quantitative studies of largely residential universities and students of  
majority backgrounds” and did not include, “the experience of students in other types of 
institutions, two- and four-year, and of students of different gender, race, ethnicity, 
income, and orientation” (p. 3). 
It was this limited scope in Tinto’s work that has led to criticism and a lack of 
support due to its failure to recognize the role culture factors into persistence, especially 
for those from minority backgrounds, who rely on family and community for supportive 
relationships (Metz, 2004; Reason, 2009). In order to better understand the academic 
achievement and persistence of underrepresented students, one must take into 
consideration how prior experiences and relationships factor into the student’s social and 
academic integration within an institution (Guiffrida, 2006). 
Cultural perspectives in persistence and retention research. The literature, 
although referencing previous theories and models of student persistence, has evolved to 
include empirical research that takes into consideration the ethnicity, race and gender of 
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students (Metz, 2004; Museus & Quaye, 2009). Underrepresented student populations in 
the late twentieth century gained attention because to meet their specific needs, retention 
research must address the affect institutional practices play in the access and retention of 
this population (Siedman, 2012). This shift towards a holistic cultural view differs from 
Tinto’s (1993) theory which, “tacitly endorse[d] an integration view of culture in that 
students are expected to adapt to the institution's dominant cultural code or norms in 
order to succeed, be satisfied, and persist (Kuh & Love, 2000, p.200). 
A Cultural Perspective on Student Departure by Kuh and Love (2000) presented a 
distinct view of student departure by student populations marginalized in earlier theories. 
Kuh and Love (2000) presented eight propositions, listed below, that support the 
recognition of one’s culture and its importance in building cultural capital and 
institutional structures which support persistence through graduation. 
1. The college experience, including a decision to leave college, is mediated
through a student's cultural meaning-making system.
2. One's cultures of origin mediate the importance attached to attending
college and earning a college degree.
3. Knowledge of a student's cultures of origin and the cultures of immersion
is needed to understand a student's ability to successfully negotiate the
institution's cultural milieu.
4. The probability of persistence is inversely related to the cultural distance
between a student's culture(s) of origin and the cultures of immersion.
5. Students who traverse a long cultural distance must become acclimated to
dominant cultures of immersion or join one or more enclaves.
6. The amount of time a student spends in one's cultures of origin after
matriculating is positively related to cultural stress and reduces the chances
they will persist.
7. The likelihood a student will persist is related to the extensity and intensity
of one's sociocultural connections to the academic program and to affinity
groups.
8. Students who belong to one or more enclaves in the cultures of immersion
are more likely to persist, especially if group members value achievement
and persistence (p.201).
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Additionally, Museus and Quaye (2009), building on the work of Kuh and Love 
(2000) include “the concept of cultural integrity, a cultural perspective of student 
departure, and the concept of cultural agents and how they foster bicultural socialization” 
in a discussion of new frameworks for understanding minority retention and persistence 
(p.84). In their study of “the relationship between aspects of culture and student 
experiences, “the researchers, Museus and Quaye, sought to validate Kuh and Love’s 
cultural propositions.  What they determined was that, “the characteristics and 
perceptions with which students come to college determine what type of engagement they 
perceive as most meaningful and effective in improving their college experience” 
(Museus & Quaye, 2009, p.79). 
Furthermore, the shift towards cultural inclusion in persistence and retention 
research, led to the research lens focusing on critical race theory (CRT). In CRT, there is 
the “transdisciplinary approaches to link theory with practice, scholarship with teaching, 
and the academy with the community” which gives a voice to those who have been 
impacted by inequitable “educational structures, practices, and discourses” (Yosso, 2005, 
p.74). As Yosso (2005) explains instead of approaching minority students with negative,
“deficit thinking” which perceives the student’s background and culture as something 
that is the “fault of the parents” and leads to “poor academic performance” these notions 
should be challenged (p.75). The framework of Community Cultural Wealth builds on 
the “various forms of capital [that] are not mutually exclusive or static, but are rather 
dynamic processes that build on one another” (Yosso, 2005, p.77). The six forms of 
cultural capital are aspirational, social, familial, navigational, linguistic, and resistant. 
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Each of the forms of capital are aspects of the precollege background strengths that 
underrepresented students bring with them to their new college environment. 
1. Aspirational capital is the “ability to maintain hopes and dreams for the future
in the face of real and perceived barriers”.
2. Linguistic capital is wealth that comes from the ability to speak more than one
language, which creates communication skills that can aid in memorization,
storytelling and attention to detail, as well as through music and art.
3. Familial capital is the “kinship” from those in immediate or extended family
that can create “community well-being” and a connection to the resources of
one’s community.
4. Social capital provides the “instrumental and emotional support to navigate
through society’s institutions” from those in the “networks of people and
community” that can be the support that helps a student learn of educational
opportunities.
5. Navigational capital “acknowledges individual agency within institutional
constraints” to aid in maneuvering through institutions where historically
underrepresented students were unwelcomed.
6. Resistant capital as a form of cultural wealth is the skills to challenge
inequality such as “racism, capitalism, and patriarchy” in order to overcome
oppressive conditions and structures (Yosso, 2005, p.77-81).
These forms of cultural wealth along with the propositions of Kuh and Love (2000) 
provide the framework for this study. “Cultural connection may translate to a sense of 
belonging to the institution as a whole but ultimately is mediated through students' 
interpersonal interactions with faculty, peers, and others” (Kuh & Love, 2000, p.206). 
Thus, in order to bridge the precollege cultural backgrounds of students to their college 
experiences, there needs to be an understanding of the value of a student’s navigational 
skills used to learn and find a sense of belonging in the college setting. 
In a comprehensive review of student persistence literature, Reason (2009) states 
that research consistently links persistence with student engagement. It is a linkage that 
supports earlier theories, while also recognizing the limitations for understanding the 
current landscape of higher education. The incorporation of these new variables to be 
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considered in persistence and retention literature is symbolic of the continued changes 
that American higher education is going through (Metz, 2004). It is also relevant in this 
study if there is to be understanding of the underrepresented student experiences at a 
predominately White, private, Jesuit, Catholic institution, an environment unlike much of 
what many of the students encountered in their previous educational settings. 
Higher Education Student Integration and Transition 
The transition into college and integration into a new environment is challenging, 
but for underrepresented populations the challenge is even greater. There is literature that 
supports the social and academic engagement of students, especially those who enroll 
with precollege backgrounds that could impede their academic success and retention 
(Baker& Robnett, 2012; Demetriou & Schmitz-Sciborski, 2011; Hernandez & Lopez, 
2004). A lack of social capital can make the adjustment socially and academically more 
difficult, but this is why it is important to include cultural wealth into the consideration of 
strengths in the experiences underrepresented populations bring to higher education 
(Soria & Stebleton, 2012; Museus & Quaye, 2009; Yosso, 2005). 
Precollege background factors. The literature often delineates underrepresented 
students based on either being a first-generation college student, by race and ethnicity, or 
as a student from a low- socioeconomic background. Baker and Robnett (2012) explain 
that studies have shown that educational inequalities of underrepresented groups, often 
also stems from being from a low-socioeconomic background, which often 
disproportionately results in a lack of academic preparation for higher education (p. 325). 
First generation students, as an underrepresented group, tend to enter college with 
precollege background factors that present barriers to their academic success. 
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Precollege background factors are defined as those relating to a lack of adequate 
academic preparation, income and parental knowledge or experience relating to higher 
education. The underrepresented, first generation students often face this lack of social 
capital which carries with it preconceived notions of one’s academic ability. As social 
capital is explained in the literature the, “privileged knowledge, resources, and 
information attained through social networks is important within higher education 
because it can be used to make beneficial decisions related to choosing colleges and what 
kinds of academic and social choices to make while enrolled in college (Pascarella, 
Pierson, Wolniak, & Terenzini, 2004) (Soria & Stableton, 2012). Without this 
knowledge, the first-generation student does not have the same, “preparedness, retention, 
and attainment as non-first-generation students” (Atherton, 2014, p. 825). Hence a lack of 
social capital tends to lead to less academic and social engagement, leading to a 
disconnection from the University, a smaller likelihood of engaging in mentoring 
relationship with faculty, lower academic achievement and ultimately attrition (Soria & 
Stableton, 2012). 
The precollege backgrounds have been further studied and extended to not just 
include social capital, but as defined by St. John, Hu, and Fisher (2011), “academic 
capital is defined as a social process that build family knowledge of educational systems 
and professional organizations” (pg.1). Academic capital takes into consideration three 
forms of capital — human (concerns about costs), social (supportive networks, 
navigation of systems, and trustworthy information), and cultural (college knowledge, 
overcoming barriers, familial expectations, and family uplift) — as variables, which can 
create non-cognitive barriers for underrepresented student populations (St. John et al., 
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2011). A lack of empirical studies which focus on the importance of academic capital, led 
Winkler and Sriram (2015) to develop a scale by which a measurement of academic 
capital could quantify if, “current programs and services are designed in a way that meets 
the needs of underrepresented and high-risk college students with regard to academic 
capital formation” (p. 567). 
Self-efficacy. Albert Bandura (1994) defines, self-efficacy, as an individual’s 
beliefs regarding their ability to perform, and its influence on their success at achieving 
goals. The efficacy beliefs are manifested through four processes, “they include 
cognitive, motivational, affective, and selection” (Bandura, 1994, p.71). 
According to Hernandez and Lopez (2004) and supported by the literature, 
academic self -concept, similar to the term self-efficacy, relates to the student’s belief in 
themselves, which can drive them to academically achieve higher grades in spite of a lack 
of precollege academic success (p. 40). Although prior academic achievement has often 
been used as a predictor of academic success in higher education, it does not take into 
account a student’s academic self- concept, an important non-cognitive variable. DeWitz, 
Woolsey and Walsh (2009) explain in relation to college success that, “an individual with 
high self-efficacy for a particular behavior is more likely to approach, better perform, and 
persist at that behavior” (p.22). 
In a study of African American males, Reid (2013) found a positive correlation 
between self-efficacy and a student’s academic integration into the institution, more 
specifically the integration that allowed the students to build relationships with members 
of the faculty (p. 85). Conversely, in a study of first generation students, Ramos-Sanchez 
and Nichols (2007) determined that “irrespective of their confidence in their ability to 
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succeed academically, first-generation college students still underperform academically 
compared with their peers” but, one’s self-efficacy when high did lead to a better 
adjustment into college during the initial college year (pg. 13). Furthermore, Ramos- 
Sanchez and Nichols (2007), in discussing self-efficacy conclude that, “higher self- 
efficacy levels for college students could translate to greater effort and a higher 
likelihood of persistence to complete a college degree” (p.14). The research supports 
promoting self-efficacy early on in a first-generation, underrepresented student’s college 
career to improve the transition and ultimately, retention. 
Social Integration 
The social integration of a student early in their time on campus is important for 
the overall academic experience because it builds relationships and a commitment to the 
institution, which positively impacts retention efforts (Demetriou & Schmitz-Sciborski, 
2011). Baker and Robnett (2012) state that, “social support from within the college 
environment appears to play a vital role in the retention of underrepresented minority 
college students” (p. 331). It requires in all areas of the institution that the challenge of a 
growing underrepresented population be addressed and that “basic assumptions, 
premises, and beliefs” change (Rankin & Reason, 2005, p59.). 
Institutional Support. In studies, a lack of institutional commitment to diversity 
and multicultural practices created a climate where minority students faced negative 
experiences, creating perceptions of the institution that differs from White students 
(Rankin & Reason, 2005). Voung, Brown-Welty, and Tracz (2010) conclude from their 
study of students who experience a sophomore slump that, “the belief by many university 
administrators [is] that once entering freshmen succeed through the first year, program 
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services are no longer necessary as they move into the second year of college” (p. 51). 
This finding in the literature demonstrates that campus climate can have an adverse effect 
on underrepresented students, if they do not experience support and social integration 
beyond the first year. 
Student Groups and Programs. Additionally, much of the literature concludes 
that participation in social groups and programs have a positive impact on retention. 
Institutions are beginning to connect college undergraduates with high school students in 
outreach programs that forge mentorship type relationships that increase the college 
student’s motivation and commitment to persistence (Bergerson, Hotchkins & Furse, 
2014). Hernandez and Lopez (2004) in their study and review of literature on the 
retention of Latino college students found that involvement in on-campus student 
organizations strengthens academic achievement and persistence. 
Academic Integration 
Mentoring Relationships. In a study of scholarship students in the state of 
Washington, Hu and Ma (2010) reported a positive correlation between mentorship and 
student persistence, since the opportunity to interact with faculty provides a connection 
that aids in the social and academic integration of a student, which in turn enhances 
satisfaction with and commitment to the institution (p. 338). Similarly, Hernandez and 
Lopez (2004) address literature that supports the interaction between students and faculty, 
especially when faculty serve in the role of mentor or role model, as a means of 
increasing the student’s academic success. These social connections in student and 
faculty relationships provide beneficial academic engagement and inside and outside of 
the classroom (Bergerson, et al., 2014, p.180). 
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Additionally, in a 2016 study on the institutional environment and student 
outcomes, relating to Catholic institutions, 
“mentoring (both personal and leadership) topped the list of the variables most 
closely associated with students’ perceptions of their collegiate environment as 
Catholic, illustrating the role of close relationships with faculty and administrators 
in helping students reflect on their faith, prepare to serve others, and integrate 
their values and actions” (Jessup-Anger, Dooley, Leih, Mueller & Dean, 2016, 
p.534)
Precollege Programs for Underrepresented Students 
The relationships formed as early as high school and continuing throughout a 
college student’s time at an institution can be additionally aided by participation in 
precollege programs. It is “well defined, organizational structures, policies, practices, 
and comprehensive high quality programs,” for underrepresented students, that can 
increase persistence and the meeting of educational goals, if implemented (Linke, Ward 
& Strambler, 2013, p.313). Cowan, Pitre and Pitre (2009) explain that “precollege 
program learning experiences focus on developing college aspirations and preparing 
students for entry into higher education” (p. 108). Ng, Wolf-Wendel and Lombardi 
(2014) stress the, “need for systematically derived research on precollege preparation 
programs and their effectiveness (p.674). 
Precollege programs. The early establishment of relationships through 
precollege programs provides students with confidence that “they belong there” and lead 
to higher levels of self-efficacy, which can lead to a student’s academic integration and 
assists in retention efforts (Newman & Newman, 1999, pg. 490). One such precollege 
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program, the Young Scholars Program, targeted students as early as grade six and 
retained them until graduation, an outcome that lead for many to an established 
relationship with the University (Newman, P & Newman, B., 1999). 
Summer bridge programs. Another program for students, demographically 
classified as under-prepared, underrepresented, first-generation, or low-income that 
provides academic and social support during the transition into college, can be defined as 
a summer bridge program (Allen & Bir, 2012; Cabrera, Miner & Milem, 2013). Sablan 
(2014) acknowledges that a scan of the literature relating to bridge programs reveals no 
consistent definition of these programs. Similarly, Strayhorn (2011) notes a lack of 
empirical studies relating to summer bridge programs and underrepresented students, 
although the programming is often a means of increasing persistence and academic 
achievement once a student begins college. To date, however, there are gaps in the 
literature as it relates to summer bridge programs. Literature on the effectiveness of 
program structures that successfully support a participant’s academic achievement and 
persistence cannot be found, although much of what can be found links summer bridge 
programs to retention (Sablan, 2014). 
Learning communities. Once students have enrolled in college support can 
continue through university structured integration initiatives. Learning communities link 
to theoretical models dating back to Astin’s (1985) Student Involvement Theory and 
Tinto’s Student Departure and Student Integration theories. These models and subsequent 
research support the involvement and integration of students into an institution to sustain 
retention (Jessup-Anger, 2015). 
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Students, who enroll in an institution together, live together in one building and 
take many of the same courses during their first year as part of a program, are often 
considered to be part of a learning community. Learning communities offer an intentional 
space for students, faculty or staff to adjust to the new environment together (Jehangir, 
2009). It is through the peer support and activities that promote social and academic 
integration that research has shown increases the likelihood of student persistence (Allen 
& Bir, 2012). First- generation and those students from lower socio-economic 
backgrounds often feel that they are isolated in the college environment. Jehangir (2009) 
states that through learning communities, students find a sense of belonging because they 
bring an “interdisciplinary, multicultural curricula into a structured space” (p. 34). “These 
interactions shape students’ academic and social integration and ultimately affect their 
learning” (Jessup-Anger, 2015, p.23). 
A student’s persistence is tied to the “physical and psychological energy” that is 
given to the academic experience; therefore, the effort of being involved can beneficially 
impact one’s achievement (Seidman, 2012, p.68). The ultimate indicator of persistence 
and retention can be tied to students’ connections with the campus culture and the 
institution’s understanding of their cultural experiences. 
Underrepresented student populations in Catholic higher education 
The process of finding empirical research on the experiences of the 
underrepresented ethnic and racial student populations, or those from low-income 
families in Catholic post-secondary schools, reveals a scarcity of literature. Although 
United States Catholic college and university enrollment has essentially doubled, from 
409,471in 1965 to 764,448 in 2017 according to the frequently requested church 
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statistics, the diversity of those in Catholic higher education institutions remains 
relatively low (Center for Applied Research in the Apostolate, n.d.). The Catholic Church 
demographics have changed, “immigrants make up a considerable share of Catholics, and 
many are Hispanic”, but overall less of the American population is religiously affiliated 
with the church (Lipka, 2015, n.p.). As Roberts and Zerquera (2016) explain trends 
across Jesuit [Catholic] higher education institutions show that between 2003-2013 the 
Black, Latino, and first generation student populations were “underserved” (p.8). These 
enrollment numbers are troubling because, “Jesuit institutions are committed to a mission 
that upholds the value of access for some of the most vulnerable populations in our 
country, a commitment that should simultaneously uphold a shared responsibility to 
ensure access is obtainable” (Roberts & Zerquera, 2016, p.7). 
The one population that has been studied and does contribute to some 
understanding of underrepresented students at Catholic post-secondary institutions are 
Latinos. “The appeal of Catholic colleges stems from the connection that Latino families 
have with the Catholic Church, whether it be catechism, weekly mass, or interaction with 
the church for key family events, milestones, or tragedies” (Contreras, 2016, p.90). The 
completion outcomes for this population of students is mixed however, since “while more 
Latino students are transitioning to college, these rates have not kept pace with those of 
non-Latino students, due to high dropout rates and low college readiness rates (Contreras, 
2016, p.83). 
A qualitative study of Latino students at Notre Dame was completed by Rafael, 
Pressley, and Kane (2013). It was through interviews that they solicited the students’ 
experiences. The responses that were categorized to include academic and social 
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challenges, expectations and cultural experiences. The end result was the confirming and 
rejection of theories found in retention literature with the understanding that 
underrepresented students succeed in, “higher education when it is possible to find 
alignments between their own lives and culture and the culture of the college (p.200). 
Although Latino students are a small minority of those at Notre Dame, the 
institution has implemented supports for the students. The institution supports the 
students by including “recruitment days with other Latino faculty and students, to 
providing scholarships, special masses in Spanish, academic programs relating to Latin 
America, and special recognition of Latino students at graduation (Rafael, et.al, 2013, 
p.197). These are supports that tie directly back to the culture of the Latino students, it
provides the “familial tie to Catholicism [that] constitutes an additional factor behind the 
choices of Latinos electing to transition to Catholic colleges and universities (Contreras, 
2016, p.90). 
A majority of the current literature that is available regarding Catholic higher 
education focuses on a changing demographic and the role that the Catholic identity and 
the campus climate plays in creating a welcoming environment for a changing student 
body (Combs & Ruggiano, 2013; Jessup-Anger, Dooley, Leih, Mueller, & Dean, 2016). 
In a survey of the campus climate at one Jesuit, Catholic University the researchers stated 
they felt “there [was] a gap between rhetoric and reality on our campus. We talk of 
valuing diversity, but we have not yet created an atmosphere where all members of the 
community are equally safe and feel equally valued” (Combs &Ruggiano, 2013, p.197). 
The anecdotal data collected in the study was bolstered by a quantitative survey that 
yielded 34 percent of the Jesuit institution’s 4500 graduates with a response rate that was 
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representative of the student population (Combs & Ruggiano, 2013, p.206). Combs and 
Ruggiano (2013) stated that the “end goal of all of our research is to identify the 
unintentional systemic injustices on our campus and work to change them. This research 
presents a discussion of our journey toward this goal, as well as a description of the 
strategies and methods we employed along the way” (p.198). 
The demographics of higher education will continue to change over the next 
century. In Catholic secondary schools the number of Black and Latino students that 
transitioned into college increased at a steady rate (Setari & Setari, 2016, p.7) Therefore, 
determining if Catholic Jesuit institutions are providing equitable access and adequate 
support systems is important. Along with institutional supports to “uphold diverse 
access” it is recommended that “innovative practices at Jesuit institutions be included to 
increase access and affordability for underrepresented, underserved population (Roberts 
& Zerquera, 2016, p.12). And finally, a key component to understanding how those that 
do enroll and graduate from Catholic Jesuit institutions navigate the campus will be also 
understanding what drew them to the school and if the campus climate factors into their 
persistence. 
Summary 
As the literature review demonstrates there is a breadth of research on student 
persistence and retention, but much has shifted to consider the cultural perspectives of 
students. In order to understand what policies, programming and practices address 
student academic success and retention; there must be continued research that uncovers 
what those impacted most, the students, determine are structures have proven to be 
beneficial in their social and academic integration in the university. The 
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underrepresented student population, enrolled in higher education institutions, is often 
also underprepared and has a higher rate of attrition. Winkler and Sriram (2015) 
concluded that, “educational inequality is reproduced through the institutionalized 
process of rewarding the activation of social and cultural capital possessed primarily by 
privileged communities” (p. 569). Therefore, further research is needed to understand the 
retention and academic needs of underrepresented populations, including their academic 
and social integration to alleviate the growing segment of the population not persisting 
until graduation. 
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Chapter 3: Research Methodology 
This qualitative study sought to provide meaning to the experiences of 
underrepresented student populations at a private, Jesuit, Catholic institution whose 
population is majority White, to learn what has led them to persist towards graduation  
and not give up on their educational aspirations. Qualitative inquiry is based on, 
“experience, understanding and meaning-making” (Merriam, 2009, p.19). As a case study 
the student’s voices provided concrete examples and experiences relating to their time at 
Northeast Jesuit University. 
This chapter provides the design and rationale for the research, an overview of the 
selected site and population, the research methods, validity, and ethical considerations for 
the study and its participants. The research questions, which guided this exploratory case 
study, the collection of data and data analysis, were as follows: 
1. How do underrepresented students navigate a predominantly White, private,
Jesuit Catholic university in order to become socially and academically 
integrated? 
2. What challenges have the students faced relating to their identity on a
predominately White, Jesuit Catholic campus and in how have they addressed 
them? 
3. How do underrepresented students describe the strategies they find integral to
their academic persistence? 
4. What institutional supports do the underrepresented students identify as integral
to their persistence? (i.e. peer networking, mentoring, social programs) 
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Research Design and Rationale 
Northeast Jesuit University, a predominately White, private Jesuit Catholic 
university, is the focus of this study, with embedded cases representing undergraduate 
students from two pre-college programs. The first is a diversity and inclusion access 
program which offers some of the participants a scholarship to continue their education at 
the institution, and another aimed at supporting the academic and social success of 
students from underrepresented backgrounds beginning in the days before their first 
undergraduate semester begins. As a qualitative case study, the research design was based 
on the work of Robert K. Yin (2014). The five components according to Yin (2014) of a 
sound research design for case study are: (1) the case study research questions; (2) its 
propositions, if any; (3) its unit(s) of analysis; (4) the logic linking the data to the 
propositions; and (5) the criteria for interpreting the findings (p.29). (Reference figure 
2). 
Figure 2. Case study design. 
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The design begins with the research questions, which for qualitative case studies 
are based on “how” and “why” questions. The data collection relating to a select number 
of undergraduate student experiences provided an understanding of how the experiences 
of these students connect to their identity, and the ways they have integrated into the 
institution and are persisting towards graduation in an environment where many 
underrepresented populations have failed to complete their studies. 
The second component of the design is the clear statement of the purpose of the 
research. The purpose of this case study is to understand the experiences of 
underrepresented students enrolled in a predominately White, Jesuit Catholic University 
who have seemingly integrated, academically and socially, into their college environment 
and demonstrate a commitment to graduating. 
An important third component of a case study is its unit of analysis, defined as the 
focus of the study, which is further defined by the research questions (Yin, 2014, p.31). 
In this case, the underrepresented undergraduate student experience is the unit of 
analysis. The research questions are tied to student academic outcomes, and perceptions 
relating to their culture and identity, which could either impede or aid in their success, 
and their personal experiences as college students. 
The fourth component the propositions connects the data that is collected and the 
themes which emerge during analysis to the related retention theories and literature. An 
exploratory study may not have propositions that link the study to assumptions the 
research develops based on the literature. If there are no propositions, such as was the 
case with this study, the purpose of the study focuses the researcher who used the data to 
uncover patterns and themes in order to answer the research questions. 
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The final, fifth component of the case study design is the interpretation of 
findings. The themes which emerged during data collection and analysis became the basis 
for the researcher’s recommendations for leadership, policy and potential future 
research. 
As Kuh and Love (2000) suggested, empirical qualitative research should include 
a cultural perspective in order to better understand the persistence of minoritized 
students. Minoritized individuals are those that because of their race, ethnicity, religious 
or sexual orientation are made to feel that they have less power. Yin (2014) explains that 
a case study method “implicitly assumes a richness of data” since the intent is to 
“examine phenomenon in its real-life context” (p.70). As a case study, the rationale was 
not to manipulate participant behavior, but rather better understand it. This study aimed 
to garner a better understanding of those experiences that have led students from 
underrepresented populations to persist and prepare in the near future to graduate from 
Northeast Jesuit University. The qualitative methods provided concrete examples from 
focus groups and in-depth interviews the students’ experiences in their own words 
regarding issues relating to their time thus far as undergraduate students. 
Site and Population 
Population Description 
The target population for this study were undergraduates, at one private, Jesuit, 
Catholic institution who represent two embedded student populations. As Creswell 
(2015) explains in qualitative research the selection of participants is intended to identify 
“people or sites who can best help understand the central phenomenon” which occurs 
with purposeful sampling strategies (p. 205). The selected populations for this study 
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embodied underrepresented populations – racial and ethnic minorities, first generation, 
low-income family backgrounds – when blended at the University, and represent for 
much of higher education are an increasing population. In order to further delineate the 
potential participates for the study, those selected were connected as participants to the 
University pre-college program or incoming freshmen precollege program. 
Although there was some overlap between students in these particular groups, 
purposeful sampling strategies ensured that the students represented just one of the 
embedded groups. The target student populations for the study were undergraduates in 
their sophomore through senior year of study (n= 67). The selected population, after 
having completed one year of college study, were able to shed light on what has led to 
their persistence past the period when retention professionals see the most attrition, which 
is from the initial semester of the freshmen year to the sophomore year. 
Sample strategies. Each of the two student populations was recruited using a 
different purposeful sampling strategy since there are disparate numbers in each program. 
Maximal variation sampling before the collection of data consisted of the researcher 
determining a specific trait or characteristic and using it to determine participants that 
represent “different dimensions of that characteristics” (Creswell, 2015, p.206). The 
precollege program has in the 2017-18 academic year 14 undergraduates who met the 
criteria of having completed at minimum of two semesters of college. Therefore, all 
students in the sophomore, junior and senior cohorts were recruited for participation in 
the study. 
Conversely, the students from the diversity early arrival program represented a 
larger number of student participants that completed the program before their first college 
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semester. Since there were more of these students (n= 58) that meet the initial criteria of 
being from an underrepresented population and have completed at least two college 
semesters the sampling strategy differed from that used for the precollege 
population. The utilization of a homogenous sampling strategy narrowed this subgroup 
of students by seeking those in their sophomore, junior and senior year of studies, but 
who have additionally been identified as first generation or from lower socioeconomic 
backgrounds, with a cumulative GPA above 2.3 on a 4.0 scale. The additional criteria 
ensured that those selected to participate are those who represent those populations that 
historically have the greatest risk of not graduating from college. 
After determining those students who were also precollege program participants, 
the sample population totaling 67 students was narrowed to represent 12-18 participants 
for the focus groups and in-depth interviews (see table 1). 




















Precollege Program X 5 4 5 14 
Early Arrival X 22 20 16 58 
# of students that overlap both 
programs 
-4 -4 -1 - 
TOTAL number of students X 27 20 20 67 
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The additional recruitment of students was required during the analysis phase in 
order to expand the range of student experiences represented in the study, which Creswell 
(2015) calls a confirming and disconfirming sampling strategy. This strategy can “serve 
to verify the accuracy of the findings throughout a study” (Creswell, 2015, p.208) 
allowing for both triangulation and constant comparison of results as they emerge. This 
strategy was used after the focus groups for the in-depth interviews to provide detailed 
responses and perspectives that aligned with the study’s research questions in a setting 
that did not include peers, thus there was a comfortability that allowed for more personal 
reflections. 
Site Description 
The site of this study was a private Jesuit, Catholic university, with a rigorous 
liberal arts curriculum. The focus of the research was its populations of students who are 
enrolled in smaller numbers and have the propensity to fail to graduate from the 
University at greater rates. The University is a predominately White institution, which 
enrolls less than 18% students of color in its traditional day programs that admits 
annually an average of 1180 freshmen. 
The study’s focus groups were held with the permission of the University in a 
reserved on-campus conference room. The one-on-one interviews were held at the 
convenience of the interviewees in either an office or location close to campus where the 
interview could be taped and the privacy of the interviewee’s responses ensured. 
Site Access 
The site access was requested and approved of by the site, refer in this study as 
Northeast Jesuit University and Drexel University. The researcher received written 
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approval to a request to conduct research study at the University where the research has 
familiarity with the populations who were the focus of the study. The Drexel University 
Institutional Review Board also provided approval of the study and its protocol before 
data collection began. 
Research Methods 
As an exploratory qualitative case study design, the data for the research is rich 
and descriptive, seeking both to answer the research questions and gain a fuller 
understanding of the student’s experiences, successes and challenges. Merriam (2009) 
explains that in qualitative case study research there is “the search for meaning and 
understanding, the researcher as the primary instrument of data collection and analysis, 
an inductive investigative strategy and the end produce being richly descriptive” (p.39). 
Therefore, the collected data was analyzed using three methods, focus groups followed 
by in-depth interviews, and methodical the review of archival student data, in order to 
better understand the case. 
Student archival data. 
Instrument description. As an iterative process, the study began with the 
collection of data relating to the University’s student retention and student academic data 
including the current cumulative grade point averages and the number of courses 
completed to date. 
Participant selection. The selection of student data came from a coded 
undergraduate list of those who have been participants in either of the two pre-college 
programs over the academic years spanning 2014-2017. 
Identification and Invitation. The students were identified in the University and 
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program databases according to specialized attributes that note their participation in 
either of the precollege programs. This being a review of archival student data, there was 
no need for an invitation to the students, but they were notified as participants that this 
information would be accessed for the study. 
Data Collection. The data was collected from University databases and coded to 
ensure that the individuals are unidentifiable, however the final analysis and presentation 
of the findings is an aggregate compilation. The data collected will be in spreadsheet 
formatting and kept in the secure research study database. 
Focus Groups. Focus groups allow for, “the flexibility to explore often unanticipated 
issues as they arise in the discussion” (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2015, p.156). Three groups 
of undergraduates were convened in small groups of up to six participants and allowed to 
share their experiences both academically and socially as students studying at the 
University. The focus group interviews allowed for follow-up questions to be asked and 
for more than one response thus richer data. The researcher provided a semi-structured 
protocol that listed questions for the facilitator. The sessions were taped for later review 
by the researcher, since the focus groups were led by a facilitator. 
Focus group protocol. The focus groups using a semi-structured protocol based 
on literature relating the academic and social integration of college students, along with 
cultural perspectives on student persistence was utilized. The semi-structured interviews 
were planned for up to ninety-minutes, including the welcome and seating, in a face-to- 
face setting. The setting and recording of the focus groups was of importance for the 
researcher, who did not serve as the interviewer, in order to observe non-verbal 
communication of the interviewees and group interactions. 
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Participant selection. The focus groups were comprised of a mixed group of 
participants who all were currently enrolled at the University, having completed at 
minimum two semesters with a cumulative GPA above 2.3 on a 4.0 scale. These 
participants were selected using a two-pronged approach, with personal in-person 
recruitment by the researcher and through a direct email invitation sent to undergraduates 
from the two embedded groups, allowing them to indicate an interest in sharing in a 
group setting. 
Identification and Invitation. The participants that indicated a willingness to 
participate, either in person or through the email invitation, completed an electronic pre- 
focus group questionnaire which solicits general demographic information and allowed 
them to select the pre-planned focus groups they were available to participate in. The 
interviewees were notified that no identifying information, such their name would be 
used, in order to maintain the participant’s anonymity. When sharing any direct quotes of 
the participants, a pseudonym was used, to further ensure confidence that what they 
shared could not be linked back to them directly. All interviews were recorded with the 
permission of the interviewees using two recording devices. The recordings were kept in 
a secure location and used only for analysis within this study. 
Data Collection. The collection of the focus group data was in the form of 
consented taping of the semi-structured, face-to–face group sessions. Thereafter, a 
verbatim transcription provided though submission of the recordings to the online audio 
and video transcription service Rev.com was created, and then coded to determine themes 
that emerged that address the research questions and were discovered to be common 
responses from a majority of the participants. 
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In-depth interviews. The interviews conducted with a purposeful sample of individuals 
allowed the researcher to have deep dialog with the participants with follow-up questions 
asked about specific experiences they had relating to their identity and integration into 
college. 
Semi-structured interview protocol. The interviews about the experiences, 
challenges and successes of students at the University was also conducted using a semi- 
structured interview protocol (see appendix A). The interview protocol, was influenced 
by the literature and models relating to culture and academic persistence for 
underrepresented student populations. More importantly any added in-depth questions to 
the protocol was the product of the constant comparative method of analysis that 
provided a consistent review of the student archival data and focus group responses as 
they were collected. As in-depth interviews the purpose was to glean more specific 
stories and examples in a one-on one setting. These interviews occurred in one hour face- 
to-face sessions and were recorded with the permission of the interviewee. 
Participant selection. The participation in the focus groups provided the list of 
interviewees; however, additional students from the original population list were 
contacted to participate in an interview. The criteria for selection remained the same and 
that was that the student be from one of the underrepresented student populations, in their 
sophomore, junior, senior years of study. More importantly, selection of those identified 
for interviews came from those students the researcher deemed to have unique 
experiences that would consent to share for the study. 
Identification and Invitation. The identification of interviewees came directly from 
those who participated in the focus groups and were interested from the initial list but 
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unavailable during the pre-planned focus group times. The initial focus group email 
invitation sent directly to the potential participants allowed the participants to also in the 
second round of invitations to schedule their interview during a specified two-week 
period which was convenient for them. 
Data Collection. The collection of the interview responses was similar to what 
was done for the focus groups. The consented taping of the interviews was followed by 
the transcription of the recordings using Rev.com. The themes that assist in answering 
the research questions or were found to be commonalities across all participants were 
coded for further analysis in the finding section of this study. The interview transcriptions 
and recordings are housed with the other collected data. It is electronically secured and 
accessible only to the researcher. 
Data Analysis Procedures 
“A case study is an intensive, holistic description and analysis of a single, 
bounded unit” (Merriam, 2009, p.203). The analysis thus requires that the collected data 
is managed and organized before the more intense phase of deciphering the data 
begins. The inductive data analysis procedure known as constant comparison and consist 
of “generating and connecting” the data to create categories (Creswell, 2015, p.437). 
Qualitative data analysis is both iterative and interpretive (Creswell, 2015). Therefore, as 
data is organized and collected it is simultaneously analyzed with the researcher seeking 
to ensure that it is creating a holistic picture of the research phenomenon and answering 
the research questions. 
Focus Groups and In-Depth Interviews. The interviews to collect rich 
qualitative data capturing the students’ own words occurred using a semi-structured 
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format with an interview protocol utilized to guide the interview, which was later 
transcribed. The data after transcription and memoing, was coded by the researcher in a 
codebook. The outcome of coding was to first uncover broad themes during the open 
coding process. These overarching themes display interconnections that during axial 
coding combined the responses into more defined categories. 
As Creswell (2015) states, a focus group is “advantageous when the interaction 
among interviewees will likely yield the best information” (p.217). The comparing and 
contrasting of responses from the focus group and individual questions assisted in 
understanding and determining any common themes across groups. 
Constant comparative coding method. The data analysis method of constant 
comparison is “inductive” and requires that the researcher constantly compare and 
connect the collected data to create codes and categories from raw data in order to better 
understand the phenomenon (Creswell, 2015, p.437). As Glaser and Strauss (1967) 
explain there are four stages in the analysis of data, “(l) comparing incidents applicable to 
each category, (2) integrating categories and their properties, (3) delimiting the theory, 
and (4) writing the theory (p.105). The steps in the coding process are precise, yet allow 
for flexibility. The coding began with a line by line review of the transcriptions created 
from the focus groups and in-depth interviews. The open coding to create the initial 
categories eventually allowed the researcher to reach “saturation by comparing data with 
incident and incident with category” (Creswell, 2015, p.444). The initial codes that 
emerged formed themes determined by key words and phrases found when comparing the 
collected data. “Each data source is one piece of the “puzzle”, with each piece 
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contributing to the researcher’s understanding of the whole phenomenon” (Baxter & 
Jack, 2008, p.554). 
After open coding, the next step was to make connections between categories and 
delve deeper during axial coding to find relationships in the participants’ responses. 
During this process, there may be additional categories added and others refined. The 
final step was the review of the codes which emerged during the analysis phase and 
during complete selective coding where the data is used to address the research questions 
and connect what was discovered to the relevant literature. 
The constant comparative method allowed the researcher to analyze the data as it 
was collected and utilize it to revise the protocol and construct new potential questions 
for the in-depth interviews of selected students. 
Validity and Trustworthiness 
Validity in qualitative research is ensuring that the design and methods for 
collecting and reporting findings are both sound and support the claims of one’s study, 
which means noting potential bias, providing rich detailed data and even including 
unexpected findings. Lincoln and Guba (1985) constructed a list of questions that relate 
to ensuring the trustworthiness of one’s study that researchers should pose to themselves, 
they are: 
1) “Truth value”: How can one establish confidence in the “truth” of the findings
of a particular inquiry for the subjects (respondents) with which and the context in 
which the inquiry was carried out? 
2) Applicability: How can one determine the extent to which the findings of a
particular inquiry have applicability in other contexts of with other subjects 
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(respondents)? 
3) Consistency: How can one determine if findings of an inquiry would be
repeated if the inquiry were replicated with the same (or similar) subjects 
(respondents) in the same (or similar) context? 
4) Neutrality: How can one establish the degree to which the findings of an
inquiry are determined by the subjects (respondents) and conditions of the inquiry 
and not by the biases, motivations, interests, or perspectives of the inquirer? 
(p.290) 
Yin (2014) provides four criteria for judging the quality of empirical social 
research designs: (a) construct validity, (b) internal validity, (c) external validity, and (d) 
reliability (p.49). Similarly, the four criteria for addressing trustworthiness in research 
established by Guba include (a) credibility, (b)dependability, (c) confirmability, and (d) 
transferability (Shenton, 2004, p.64). In order to address each of these areas, thus 
strengthening the trustworthiness of this study, the following steps sought to mitigate any 
negative impact that not addressing them could have on the research (see table 2). 
Table 2. Trustworthiness research strategies. 
Criteria Methods included for meeting trustworthiness criteria 
Credibility 
(Internal validity/truth value) 
• Member checking of the collected data through transcript
review to ensure accuracy
• Reflexivity through a researcher field journal noting the
thoughts and each step of the research process
• Prolonged engagement with participants utilizing in-depth
interviews as a follow-up process after focus groups
Dependability 
(Reliability/consistency) 
• Thick description providing detail and verbatim quotes
during coding




• Verbatim transcription of focus groups and in-depth
interviews with careful review to ensure accuracy




• Purposeful sampling of participants
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In order for the credibility (internal validity) of the study’s findings, member 
checking, prolonged engagement with the participants and reflexivity occurred during the 
study. The process of member checking required the researcher to check that a 
qualitative account is accurate and interpretations of a participant’s responses are a fair 
representation of what was said (Creswell, 2015, p. 259). The review of archival student 
data and researcher field notes provided a comparison of two types of data collected, 
since reflexivity in research includes the researcher keeping a field journal that expresses 
their thoughts, concerns and even note any difficulties that occur. This additional step 
lends more credibility to the study and also transparency as findings are constructed. 
Dependability (reliability) is the minimization of errors and bias, so that should 
another researcher replicate the study, their findings would be the same. Therefore, the 
stud included documentation of the detailed steps of the data collection and analysis with 
the use of a case study protocol and a database of collected data. 
Confirmability in qualitative research acknowledges that the researcher has her 
own perspective and potential bias, thus there is the need for objectivity. As Creswell 
(2015) states, triangulation uses corroborating evidence to support qualitative research 
descriptions and themes which can “enhance the accuracy of the study” (p.259). 
Triangulation is also a method for comparing and validating research in order to be 
accurate and credible when reporting findings. The triangulation of the collected data, 
which includes member-checking and constant comparative analysis with open-coding 
allows the researcher to continuously compare the data as it was collected. 
Lastly in addressing external validity, which is the study’s transferability, Yin 
(2014) explains this as “deal[ing] with the problem of knowing whether a study’s 
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findings are generalizable beyond the immediate study” (p.47). Addressing this fourth 
criteria is difficult since the exploration of the persistence of students at one university is 
specific to their environment, thus generalization could be difficult. However, the results 
could also provide a connection to the theories found in the conceptual framework that 
link culture and precollege factors to the academic outcomes of underrepresented college 
students. Therefore, the inclusion of thick descriptions and purposeful sampling provide 
in the findings a more robust exhibition of the study’s boundaries. 
Stages of Data Collection 
Martella, Nelson and Morgan (2013) suggests that there be clearly established 
time frames for the collection and analysis data with consideration given for participants’ 
availability. The stages of collection for this study took place over the course of 25 
weeks. The stages of data collection and analysis occurred in the sequence depicted in 
table 3. 
Table 3. Stages of data collection and analysis. 
Action Timeframe 
IRB Approval Granted June 8, 2017 
Participant Recruitment and Consent June 2017 
Review of Student Data June-July 2017 
Focus Groups June 23, 2017-July 7,2017 
In-depth Interviews July 15-July 21,2017 
Data Transcription, Coding, and 
Interpretation 
June 24, 2017- September 15, 2017 
Writing Chapters 4-5 September 15-November 15, 2017 
52 
Ethical Considerations 
The research and role of the researcher required a careful balance as not to cause 
any undue influence on participants or exhibition of personal bias during the collection 
and analysis of data. The researcher prior to beginning the study completed Institutional 
Review Board (IRB) training and received certification to complete human subjects 
research. Ethical considerations for the study included gaining permission from the 
study’s site. Written consent provided access its facilities, students, and data which were 
relied upon for the study. This required a clearly written letter stating the purpose of the 
research and providing a timeline for the proposed research, which was planned and 
executed ethically (Creswell, 2015). After following the University guidelines and 
gaining Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval the collection of data and solicitation 
of study participants began. 
Confidentiality. The collected data was kept in a secure location to ensure the 
confidentiality of the participants. Along with the use of pseudonyms that keep 
participant identities’ private, the transcriptions and other data was stored in a secure 
location both electronically and physically. The electronic data was stored on a password 
protected laptop with an encrypted hard drive. All data is retrievable by the researcher, 
who is the only individual with the passwords. 
At the study’s end, the research data, protocols, transcriptions and other 
documents were stored in a secure location for a period of three years. They will 
be available for Drexel’s Institutional Review Board and housed by the researcher 
in a secure location. 
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Participant Consent. The researcher requested during the IRB process a 
waiver of written documentation of consent process. The researcher instead 
received consent from the participants verbally, prior to the focus groups and 
interviews taking place. The consent information was read as part of a script in 
the minutes prior to the start of the data collection. The researcher was available 
to answer any questions or concerns. 
A copy of the consent handout was also provided in hardcopy to each 
participant. They were reminded that their participation was voluntary and that 
they could end their participation at any point should they wish. Therefore, the 
use of the verbal agreement assured their confidentiality since no records with 
actual participant names were retained for this study and participant numbers 
were given to them as they arrived. Throughout the focus groups the participants 
identified themselves before providing a response as that provided number. 
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Chapter 4: Findings and Interpretations 
Introduction 
The purpose of this case study was to gain a better understanding of the 
experiences of students that represent an underrepresented group of undergraduates at a 
predominately White Jesuit, Catholic University. The challenges they face when 
academically and socially integrating into the University were important to explore, 
especially if these challenges create barriers that impede their persistence. It is the 
navigational skills and ways that they have found support, both institutionally and 
personally, which were of primary importance in the study. The findings present their 
stories told in each of their unique voices to lend authenticity to the research. 
The research questions that guided the study were: 
1. How do underrepresented students navigate a predominantly White, Jesuit,
Catholic university in order to become socially and academically integrated? 
2. What challenges have the students faced relating to their identity on a
predominately White, Jesuit, Catholic campus and in how have they addressed 
them? 
3. How do underrepresented students describe the strategies they find integral to
their academic persistence? 
4. What institutional supports do the underrepresented students identify as integral
to their persistence? (i.e., peer networking, mentoring, social programs) 
The qualitative research design utilized data collected from three focus groups 
and then four individual in-depth interviews to gain a better understanding of these 
undergraduates’ views and stories of their time thus far as college students. The study 
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solicited 18 participants from a pool of 67 students who had previously participated in 
two University precollege programs. The students in their sophomore through senior 
years of study and range from 18-21 years old. 
Participants for the focus groups were contacted through email, if they fit the 
study criteria, and provided a link to answer a few background questions and select a time 
to participate in the group interviews. Three focus groups were held during what was 
summer break for the participants in late June and the first week of July in a University 
conference room. The group interviews lasted between 28- 74 minutes and were 
dependent upon the size of the group and how much the participants were willing to share 
(See Table 4). As a semi-structured interview, there was a set group of questions. 
Follow-up questions were added to the interview protocol after the initial focus group and 
a review of the transcription. The additional questions were added to ensure that the 
participants were more engaged and so that their responses provided richer examples to 
assist in understanding their stories. 
The total study population included 16 undergraduates. The four individual in- 
depth interviews held in the weeks following the focus groups provided insight from two 
new student participants and more in-depth responses from two participants who had 
participated in the earlier focus groups. The interviews scheduled at the participants' 
availability lasted between 26-53 minutes, although they were scheduled for up to one 
hour. 
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Table 4. Data collection activity log. 
Data Collection Activity Date/Duration Number of Participants 
Focus Group 1 June 23, 2017, 28 minutes 3 
Focus Group 2 June 24, 2017, 74 minutes 5 
Focus Group 3 July 7, 2017, 60 minutes 6 
Interview 1 July 15,2017 26 minutes 1 
Interview 2 July 17, 2017, 34 minutes 1 
Interview 3 July 17, 2017, 38 minutes 1 
Interview 4 July 21, 2017, 53 minutes 1 
This chapter begins with an overview of participant demographics and is followed 
by the findings and results which reveal the themes which emerged after analysis of the 
collected data. The results and interpretations will link the findings to the Chapter 2 
literature in order to continue seeking answers to the study’s research question and 
purpose. 
Participant Demographics 
The demographic composition of the study's participants included 
underrepresented students who were identified as being from a marginalized ethnic or 
racial group, and a lower socioeconomic background, first generation family. The 16 
participants represented a unique compilation of identities, which diversified their 
experiences and views relating to college. The study included 10 female participants and 
six males. Before the study began, the participants were given assurances that their 
anonymity would be protected. Therefore, each was provided with a pseudonym for use 
in the reporting of the study’s findings. Table 5 provides along with their pseudonym, 
the participants’ gender, race and class year. 
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Table 5. Participant demographic chart. 
Focus Group 1 Pseudonym Gender Race Class Year 
Tianna Female Black Sophomore 
Lee Male Black Sophomore 
Sienna Female Black Junior 
Focus Group 2 
Nick Male Asian Sophomore 
Brandon Male Black Sophomore 
Portia Female Black Junior 
Hope Female Black Senior 
Christina Female Black/Latina Sophomore 
Focus Group 3 
Heather Female Black Senior 
Michelle Female Black Junior 
Lourdes Female Latina/Hispanic Junior 
Ricardo Male Latino/Hispanic Junior 
Francesca Female Latina/Hispanic Senior 
Aaron Male Black Junior 
Interviews 
Kameron Male Black Sophomore 
Courtney Female White Junior 
Tianna Female Black Sophomore 
Portia Female Black Junior 
Findings 
Analysis of Data 
The analyses of the collected data from the focus groups, in-depth interviews and 
researcher's field notes were completed using the constant comparative method (Glaser & 
Strauss, 1967; Corbin & Strauss, 2008). The transcriptions were reviewed line-by-line to 
discover common phrases or areas that in the transcriptions that were frequently 
mentioned in the participant responses. The process of open-coding is the “analysis that 
pertains specifically to the naming and categorizing of phenomena through close 
examination of data” (Corbin & Strauss, 2008, p.62). The open-coding produced 21 
reoccurring phrases which were revealed to be the most common. The researcher, 
“continually sorts through the data collection, analyzes and codes the information, and 
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reinforces theory generation through the process of theoretical sampling” (Kolb, 2012, 
p.83). These initial codes from the focus groups were therefore compared and expanded
to include additional phrases from the in-depth interviews. A codebook (Reference 
Appendix D) was created during data analysis and includes working definitions for the 
codes that were compared across the focus group and interview transcriptions as well as 
compared to the researcher's notes taken during and between data collection. The codes 
were then combined during axial coding into four connected areas which became the 
primary, overarching themes with twelve sub-themes, which seek to address the four 
research questions (See Table 6). 
Table 6. Research questions and themes. 
Research Questions Themes Sub-themes 
1.How do underrepresented students navigate a
predominantly White, Jesuit, Catholic university
in order to become socially and academically
integrated?
Finding a place Friend groups 
Campus 
involvement 
2. What challenges have the students faced
relating to their identity on a predominately













3. How do underrepresented students describe









4. What institutional supports do the
underrepresented students identify as integral to
their persistence? (i.e., peer networking,
mentoring, social programs)
Supportive people 









In order to ensure credibility and trustworthiness, the responses are presented 
using thick descriptions, which seek to keep the details of the focus groups and 
interviews in context. The transcriptions were also shared with a majority of the 
participants, utilizing member checking (Creswell, 2015), which allowed participants to 
comment and clarify any statements attributed to them that they felt were inaccurate. 
Maintaining the authenticity of the participants’ feelings and experiences were important 
in the process of constructing the findings of the research. 
Themes 
The presentation of these findings will include the primary themes expressed 
through the voices of the participants. The four themes are: a) finding a place, b) not 
being a monolithic group, c) drivers of persistence, and d) supportive people and spaces. 
Finding a place. The theme of Finding a Place was revealed after analyzing the 
participant responses to questions relating to their initial experiences on a college 
campus. The participants in the focus groups indicated that the process of social and 
academic integration was aided by the establishment of friendships and finding ways to 
become involved in the campus community, which both are sub-themes of this first 
primary theme. 
Friend Groups. The process of students finding friends in college was not an easy 
task for many of the participants. As Hope shared during the focus group, 
I stopped looking for friendships with people who looked like me and started 
looking for friendships with people who understand me if that makes sense. It was 
more of like, "Okay you may or may not look exactly like me, or that you may not 
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have like all the similar experiences but like deep down within your core, we have 
very similar values, very similar morals." Which I think is why one of my best 
friends here, I don't think people would [have thought] that we'd be very good 
friends. 
The experiences establishing friendships was part of the process of adapting to a 
new environment where many of the participants' peers were racially, ethnically, and 
socioeconomically dissimilar from them. Lee shared that for him it was, "a branching off 
experience” and that, “I don't want to say it was uncomfortable, it's just I wanted to find 
more people like me, African American or ethnic minority. So yeah, basically I branched 
off and found new areas to hang out with people”. It was something that Hope, a senior, 
reflected on as a positive, “Once I found my place, it took a while, but I built these 
connections that like I'm really grateful for and I don't think I would have gotten at a 
different institution”. 
It has been a more frustrating experience for other students. In more in-depth 
interviews the friend making process for Tianna has led to her question why those that 
look most like her, have been the hardest to bond to forge. 
I would say the most difficult group would have to be the people who look like 
me. I don't know. I'm trying to understand that still, like how to interact with 
them, knowing that we're the same color but come from different backgrounds 
and different perspectives and trying to understand where they come from and 
where I come from and how we can meet each other halfway, so that's been very 
difficult because I don't think we all have the same perspective on life or just how 
to operate in this world (Tianna). 
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It was for Kameron a more jarring experience that he shared about his freshman year. 
I remember I was really close with a bunch of friends in my dorm. We were just 
listening to music in their dorm. They just kept saying the 'N' word. I was just so 
confused, because it was like I just wasn't in the room. I said something about it, 
and I called them out. Not in a bad way or anything, not in a way to make them 
angry, or upset, or for them to know that I was upset. It was just like, "Why are 
you guys like ... Why do are you feel the need to say it?" We had a conversation 
about it. They were basically like, "Well, I'm using it in this way, so it's really not 
that big of a deal. I don't know why you'd be getting upset, like you telling me I 
can't say it is like taking away my freedom of speech," just going back and forth 
with me. I was just like, "All right, well I figured out who I can't really be 
hanging around anymore, you know?" Can't really change people” (Kameron). 
However, the friendships were established for these college students; they seem to 
have a significant impact on how they feel about the University and whom they can turn 
to in times of need. 
My biggest support group is my friends on campus. I have this, a good, small 
group of friends and they're really understanding if I have a bad day or if 
anything's going wrong with me, they're like there to listen and they're really like, 
no judgment or anything (Francesca). 
Campus Involvement. Like the process of finding new friends and thus finding 
ones’ place, a majority of the 16 participants purposefully sought out ways to be socially 
involved on campus. As shown in Chart 1, every participant checked in the background 
questionnaire at least three campus life related activities or programs that they have 
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participated in during their time at the University. Along with the early arrival program 
that most freshmen participated in, the student groups or clubs the others noted 
membership in include the Black Student Union, Latino Student Association, and Asian 
Student Association. The student groups relating to their individual culture ranked 
highest among the students in the study. Additionally, the weekly community service 
offered at the University was something that nine participants joined either as a part of 
their coursework or because of interest in social justice. 
The campus involvement of the participants has led to leadership roles that the 
students have embraced. The reason for junior Aaron to be so involved in the campus 
community and inclusion and diversity initiatives is because "that's where I found my 
social life…being involved in those things, because [they are] something I have a passion 
about". As Hope explained about her leadership role in the resident's halls, "I found a lot 
of similarities between the people who were also Resident Assistants going into [the 
selection process]. We all had sort of the same mindset, and the same goal, which was 
something that I looked for in friendships and relationships that I built on campus”. 
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Chart 1. Participant Campus Social Involvement. 
This socialization experience that those commuting do not share is connecting 
with others and easily making new friends. Lourdes tells of her lack of campus 
connection, except for those she met in her precollege program as a high school student. 
I commute from a different state, so it's more, it takes more time out of my 
day…I've always been a commuter student. Freshman year that was kind of 
tricky, like even just picking classes. I know most people pick the same classes as 
their friends, so that going in, they know who they're going to sit with. They know 
who they're going to try to get in the same group with. And for me, it was very 
rare to pick a class with someone, 'cause the friends that I had were different 
majors, too. So, I usually go into class not knowing anyone, pretty much every 
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Lourdes has done well academically in her first three years, although she is not very 
active on-campus. She has joined the business co-op program, which allowed her to take 
a modified course schedule and gain valuable work experience in her major, finance. She 
said however that she had established one close college friend she sees from "time to 
time" who has "met [her] family" by visiting her at home. 
Another commuter, Portia, decided that since there are minimal commuter 
supports that she could establish her place on campus by joining a sorority. The 
participation in service and honor's fraternities, along with the Greek social organizations, 
were listed as four participant's form of campus involvement. Portia's thoughts on  
joining a majority White sorority were quite interesting. It is what she believes has also 
made "White students pay attention" to her surmising that “if I wasn't (in a sorority) they 
wouldn't really care to get to know me”. 
I'm Black in a sorority and I'm a commuter in a sorority. I don't fit the 
stereotypical sorority image that people think of. Also, when I came to [college] 
everyone told me that Greek life wasn't a big part of the campus and then I got 
here and everybody walking around campus had a Greek shirt on, so I felt like it 
is, especially when you go [onto] such a small campus. Okay, maybe in terms of 
how many organizations we have on campus for Greek life it's not as big, but like 
20% of the school population is Greek. (Portia) 
The ways the participants are active on campus differ, and strongly exhibit their 
individual interest, but for all, there are either friendships or extra-curricular activities 
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which have shaped their views of the University, while helping them establish their place 
in the community. 
Distinct experiences and backgrounds. The second primary theme references a 
statement made by one participant who indicated frustration that as a minority student on 
a predominately White campus there could be a lack of acknowledgment of the many 
identities that they hold. Thus, underrepresented students are not a monolithic group with 
the same shared experiences and behaviors. The participants relayed stories of the 
backgrounds and experiences which led them to college and distinct experiences that 
matter in their stories of persistence. The intersectionality of underrepresented student 
identities and not being recognized for the uniqueness of those identities pose challenges 
that the study’s participants feel a need to address inside and outside of the classroom. 
I hate those statements from like people that, "Oh, I don't see color. Like, I just 
see people." Like, that's taking away a part of my identity. Like you're saying you 
don't see me. And in seeing me, you don't see me.  I see you for who you are and 
I acknowledge that. I think for me it's just like, actually acknowledging people 
and when you acknowledge people and not only just the superficial part of people 
but like, the internal parts of people... that's when we can have a better 
conversation. Like, that's like the Jesuit values (Aaron). 
The subthemes under distinct experiences and backgrounds include 
misconceptions about the participant and their identities, which have been shaped by their 
precollege and familial influences. These individualized experiences seem to further 
delineate the study's participants from the majority population of the University. Another 
challenge can be that of being "the only one" representing a racial or ethnic group in an 
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otherwise White space that was a repeated experience shared by the participants. The 
"only one" can also extend to the holding of an identity relating to one's gender or sexual 
orientation in an environment where your inclusion is new and perhaps unwelcomed. The 
differences that the participants shared also extended to the influences of their culture and 
family. These familial influences they bring with them to college impact how they behave 
and work through challenges. 
Background Misconceptions. The students’ background, both familial and 
academic, were a frequent area of discussion in the focus groups. Tianna, a sophomore 
from a family where both parents have graduate degrees, emotionally explained in her 
focus group that, “I'm a Black person, people automatically assume that my parents are 
not educated or that I come from a poor background or something like that. So that makes 
me feel like I don't belong”. It is their identity that ties them to a sense of belonging, but 
it is multi-faceted, and they seek to be understood and accepted. 
Most study's participants self-reported their parent's educational attainment. The 
background questionnaire reveals that ten participants had at least one parent who may 
have attended, but not completed college. There are five participants who have at least 
one parent who holds a bachelor's degree or higher. Academically a majority of the 
participants did not feel they had much of an adjustment to make in college. Six 
participants shared that their high school demographics were similar to the college 
environment, predominately White, with rigorous academic requirements. However, for 
some participants, these high schools were also single-sex schools. Academically the 
participants did not feel they had as much of an adjustment to make in college. Social 
adjustments to college according to the participants was more difficult than the academic 
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challenges. Tianna explained that, “… they did prepare me academically, but for the 
emotional and psychological adjustment, I don't think that there was any preparation that 
the school could have given me for that, because college is hard”. 
The Only One. The classroom and social space dynamic for underrepresented 
students can be a source of frustration when discussions focus on race, socioeconomic 
status, and sexuality. In a classroom with very few minority students, the participants 
shared that they felt isolated and singled out to comment on topics they are only 
connected to because of assumptions relating to blanketed stereotypes of those with the 
same skin color. Lee explained that "…the diversity thing, I know that's another thing 
that took me off guard. My school was one of, well, if not the, one of the most diverse 
high schools in the United States, so coming here, it's like a real lack of diversity. It was a 
challenge for me, something I had to get used to. " Similarly, Heather and Hope shared 
their classroom experiences. 
Well maybe just being like, you know, a Black woman in certain classes where 
you're like the only Black person. Female or male in the class, and like having 
that like, awkward feeling like, oh, everybody's speaking about like you know, 
social justice or something about like, Black Lives Matte. Being looked at like 
you have to be the spokesperson for everybody of your color, everybody of your 
race. It's just, "No, I don't have to speak on it (Heather). 
Uh, like whenever I say something I'm speaking for like more people than myself 
and like we, we don't have the same experiences. Like all of us don't have the 
same experiences, so I never want to like say something and then they're like, "Oh 
like, participant number four said this, so this must be how all people think." And 
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I'm like, "Ugh, like don't throw that back on me. (Laughs) Um, I don't know what 
everyone's like" (Hope). 
It is an experience that many participants shook their heads affirming as others explained 
the feelings of being the only minority student in a classroom. Heather concluded about 
her time in the classroom that, “I've coped with being the only Black person in classes or 
something like that um, I mean I just get over it, because it happens every single 
semester, so I'm not like surprised anymore. Freshman year was kind of awkward but 
now I'm about to be a senior". 
Intersectionality. The intersectionality theory coined by Kimberlé Crenshaw 
primarily focused on "the various ways in which race and gender interact to shape the 
multiple dimensions of Black women's employment experiences" (Crenshaw 1989, 
p.139). It is used here to define how race, gender, and sexuality are often intertwined and
shape the identities and experiences of the underrepresented college student. Portia 
candidly shared in her individual interview how she feels in the small campus community 
where she is one of approximately 13 percent of the minority undergraduate population. 
I felt like with the university, coming from an independent school where it was a 
majority White, I never, I still wasn't that aware of my Blackness because the 
school was very, very, very small. So even though there were only six other Black 
girls in my grade and maybe like five other ones in another grade because it was 
so small, I saw them constantly all the time, so I didn't feel weird. Versus when I 
came here, and also that was a very small community …everybody going to know 
who you are, you're going to be the odd one out, most people not going to like 
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you. You don't really want to come out and just be so out there with your 
thoughts. You keep that to yourself. 
I'm a minority. I feel like because I'm a female that also could be 
underrepresented even though we're (females) a majority of the population here. 
Also [being] from a lower class and for me completing college, I think it's just a 
big deal in general to be Black and a woman to graduate, but I don't really think a 
lot of people focus on the class part of it, especially because so many people at 
[this Uniersity] are from the top 20%, basically (Portia). 
It is for Christina a set of identities that she wishes to express openly but feels that while 
her race is one issue, she must also deal with her gender and sexuality as identities she 
holds and values. 
I think first semester there would be like a very small amount of queer people of 
color on campus. I was the only one that was in the [multicultural space] at the 
time, that was so out about my experiences and who I think is cute and 
everything. And we were just looking at me like, "Oh my god, it's, it's saying." 
(Laughs) But you know, then we moved to this new space and then there were 
more people that are you know, uh, curious, and it just, it just, it got better. Like I 
think that it's gotten a lot better, a lot more accepting" (Christina). 
The Influence of Family and Culture. There additionally are differences among 
the study’s participants in how familial backgrounds influence how they address 
challenges and the confidence they exhibit during challenges. Lee told about how his 
father encourages him with, “You can do this because you're built for this". It is the 
familial expectations to do well that some participants repeatedly mentioned. “My parents 
70 
are very adamant about me going to college and getting a degree and everything. I guess 
it would seem as though they would be my biggest supporters, but I don't know. I guess 
it's a little different because I don't really talk to them that much, or hear from them. Only 
when it's about my grades”, Kameron shared. It is an expectation that his immigrant 
parents have and he understands. 
Yeah, just strictly academics, nothing else. No other aspect of school or 
anything... It's a little weird, because it's not the type of support and stuff you'd 
think it was; even though to me, it's support. A lot of people wouldn't understand 
it to be that way (Kameron). 
Tianna in her individual interviewed shared a similar cultural view about college 
and the expectations that she will do well and graduate. 
My parents would say that I'm very spoiled, that I get to feel feelings and talk 
about dreams and passions and stuff because to them, growing up in [the 
Caribbean] where you didn't have much, college equaled career. It was a matter of 
survival, like "If I don't go to school, if I don't do something that's practical, I 
don't have a job, which means I don't eat." 
I come from a culture where college equals career, but I feel like college is so you 
are not an idiot, and just trying to understand like I'm not here necessarily to just 
get a job but just to become more of an intellectual. So [it's] trying to balance 
between what I value about education and what my family believes an education 
is for (Tianna). 
Whether the influence is supportive or non-existent from the families of participants, it 
does factor into how the students tackle issues relating to their identity. There were 
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repeated comments about the roles family have played in their college lives. "My family 
and friends outside of school, church, and everything. Just having like people, I can talk 
to like you know, de-stress… [they provide] encouragement and good feedback” stated 
Heather. 
Michelle relied on her family during her sophomore fall semester which she 
described as “the absolute worst” academically. “My parents and my brother. My brother 
being a college graduate. Um, knowing what some of the stresses may be and being able 
to talk to me about them and give me insight, and my parents…being that encouragement 
for me” helped her in finding her way. 
Courtney, a first-generation student in her junior year, similarly shared about the 
family push towards college. “Obviously neither of my parents have gone to college [but] 
they've always been really supportive of my decision to come to college. So they kind of 
pushed me towards college and growing up, they were like, ‘This is something you 
should probably do.' And then I agreed with them later on”. 
All first-generation students, of course, do not find their family as a positive 
support or influence in their pursuit of a college degree. Portia shared that, “I feel like 
they don't understand how hard it is to get into college and then how hard it is once you're 
in college. To a certain extent I feel like they think, oh, you're smart. You'll do it. Then 
they think I'm doing nothing". It was, therefore, the extended family she gained from high 
school friends who have been sources of support. 
Drivers of Persistence. The failure to persist for the underrepresented population 
between the first and second year of college is linked to many barriers that increase the 
likelihood of a student not continuing their education. The third primary theme, drivers 
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of persistence, are bolstered by the sub-themes that explain the strategies that the study’s 
participants noted as beneficial to them academically. The sub-themes of coping 
strategies, supportive relationships, and having a purpose for continuing their education, a 
gritty confidence, were also common in the responses participants provided in both focus 
groups and individual interviews. They all provided solid reasons for why they expected 
to become college graduates and expressed that failure was not an option. 
Challenges and coping. The challenges faced by the participants academically 
seem to correlate with their specific backgrounds whether it is being a first-generation 
student or a minority in a predominately White space. Courtney as a first-generation, 
White student explained her difficulties, 
…navigating classes and stuff cause I also felt like other people knew what they 
were doing a lot more because maybe their parents had already experienced 
registering for classes. Or maybe if they went to [this University] they knew the 
campus layout. And I don't know. Simple things like doing the FAFSA and stuff, 
like I have no idea, to this day, how to do it. My mom will take care of it because 
she's done it before for me. I don't know. I don't know what I'd do if that kind of 
thing came up again (Courtney). 
Most participants shared that academically they felt prepared for college. "Academically 
it wasn't too much of a challenge because I came from a private, predominately White 
school too and the rigorous coursework there that challenged me there helped prepare me 
…" said Nick during his focus group. Others felt more of a culture shock and believed "a 
lot more was expected of me" and for Christina she, "still [has not] overcome the 
academic part" since her previous course load was "lax". 
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I think my biggest academic challenge has been like self-doubt. And like I don't 
know where this came from, because in high school, I was very outspoken in class 
and like always giving my opinions. And then when I came here, I was a lot more 
quiet and like subdued in class. I don't raise my hand; I'm not really the first to 
participate. And when I have a question I don't ask it because I feel like maybe 
I'm dumb or maybe, it's something clear and I don't see it (Hope). 
I guess going to school is like a tough skin. Not letting things get to you easily 
and just like, I'm not going to say like, go with the flow, but just making sure like, 
things don't bother you easily. I guess that's what helps me get through. I think 
academically, trying like to prove yourself and um, making sure like, you're here 
for a reason and like, you have to show why and people, I mean like, if you're a 
minority you're in a school or class where, and you're the only person. Like, you 
kind of have to show like, "Hey, I'm worth being here." Like, I'm just not here for 
like, a reason, for like, affirmative action reasons. I think that's it (Francesca). 
Supportive Relationships. The students shared that they can ask peers, faculty and 
University staff for assistance when they feel academically in peril. Portia, without a 
family member that understood the University’s landscape or higher education chose to 
utilize an alumnus for guidance. 
Strangers are way more supportive than anything. My best friend, she's an only 
child and her parents are super supportive. Her dad went to [this school] and he 
wanted her to go there but she didn't, so this is like a second chance for him. I'm 
always over there, so it's like at least somebody got in so he could relive his youth 
or whatever (Portia). 
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Brandon when feeling like he was not doing his best in his coursework asked peers for 
help. 
…Being around some of these groups like especially in the Honors frat, I met 
more people that knew how to help me out, and that helped me bring up my 
grade. Along with the fact that I just got in [the honor’s fraternity] and I don't 
want to get a suspension because I couldn't keep my grades up to stay, to be 
eligible to stay as a member," he replied in a focus group question about academic 
challenges. (Brandon). 
Gritty confidence. One final subtheme connecting the responses to questions 
relating to academic challenges and their reasons for persisting when things become 
difficult is that they have a purpose which stemmed from gritty confidence. Two 
interviewees in one-on-one settings mentioned that college for them was a place for 
growth. When there are challenges, these interviewees perspective is that they present a 
time to grow. 
I think growing in all aspects of life is far more important because, at the end of 
the day, a degree is just a paper...You’re faced with a lot of challenges every day. 
That’s supposed to help you grow. Yeah, I think finding ways to overcome those 
challenges and problems is very important in the growing process. I don’t 
necessarily think it’s going to be easy for anyone, anywhere (Kameron). 
Similarly, Tianna shared her reasoning that college is for growth in her individual 
interview. 
I’ve always had the idea of that, it [college] was for growth, but I think this year 
really taught me that because just even coming back home to the people that I was 
accustomed to, I see how much different I am and how they’re responding to that, 
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some negative and some positive and just realizing that when you step outside of 
the people that you’re comfortable with or step outside of the place that you’re 
comfortable with, growth is going to happen and how do you accept and deal with 
that? I think this University taught me to want to grow (Tianna). 
Others also believe that they will graduate despite of any difficulties they face. 
“…my time management and my relationships that will get me through," said Nick, "I am 
continuously improving myself and establishing special relationships". It is a form of grit 
displayed in the participants' confidence in their ability that drives them to keep working 
towards earning a degree. “My persistence will let me do whatever it takes to complete 
everything and be able to move forward. It's something that, to be, by any means 
necessary, I will do whatever it takes to make sure that I do not ever have to take another 
class again” said sophomore Brandon. Courtney’s outlook was, “I have a positive or an 
optimistic look on things. Even when things start to pile up, I know time is going to keep 
moving anyway. So no matter what I have to keep moving, and that doesn't sound 
positive, but in my head it's positive. I don't know. I'm also kind of stubborn”. 
Supportive People and Spaces. The final theme addresses the where, how and 
what institutionally that has been helpful for the study’s participants. The participants 
shared the places where they have found on campus people to provide support. These 
systems of support are as diverse as the students and they make it known under this 
theme what they feel is required for them to be successful. 
Just having programs like [the early arrival program] where before we're even 
thrown into a pool of people that will make us feel like we don't belong here, we 
meet the people who we belong to first and I think that if I didn't do [the program] 
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and I came [here] first, I think I would have lost my mind… So I think that's very 
helpful, like having a sense of moral compass. And then just people to smack 
some sense into you because it's like even though we deal with all of this, we're 
more than capable, if not more than capable than the people who make us feel less 
than (Tianna). 
Along with precollege programs that 13 of the 16 participated in the summers or 
weeks before beginning their first college semester, the students shared what has aided 
them both academically and socially. 
Advocates and support systems. Although students need support, they can be 
reticent to seek it out. "I just get surprised when people want to help me out in general…I 
like being independent on things, but when people genuinely ... there's nothing in it for 
them, and they're like, “Let me help you.’ That's a nice surprise” stated Courtney. Other 
students knew they needed something or someone and were equally as surprised when 
faculty or staff offered support. 
Hope shared that a faculty member made a great impression on her when offering 
understanding about her plight in the classroom that focused on race when she was in her 
freshman year. The interaction she had led to a relationship she did not expect, but still 
values. 
I remember there were two Black people in the class to start with. It was me and 
this other kid. And um, (laughs) the day we started [a conversation about] race, 
was the day the kid dropped the class, (Laughs) so like it's like me and like a 
bunch of people I don't know my first year, we're talking about race. I'm nervous 
someone's going to say the, "N-," word, like I'm just like, I don't know how to 
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like handle that. And I remember going to his office hours um, just like talking 
about like my research paper. And he was like, "I don't expect you to speak for 
your, like on behalf of your entire race, like in this class. Because like, I guess I 
was more quiet than usual. Um, and that was just something that really stood out 
to me, because like that's, I'm always so nervous (Hope). 
Although it can be unexpected, the participants shared that when faculty members 
provided words of support or empathy their confidence and level of comfort increased. 
This year I got really sick and I didn't email professors like, "I'm sick, could you 
push this back for me, or do this for me?" That was just never acceptable. I don't 
know. I feel like I always got things done on time. It's just weird asking for help 
and I feel like you should get it done, but that was the first time I didn't get what I 
needed done because I had a paper late, which I never do at all, especially on a 
paper (Portia). 
Safe Spaces. Along with having people that support the students in finding their 
place on campus, they discussed University offices where they feel most comfortable and 
supported. “Just finding the people on campus who center me and remind me to just 
keep pushing. I think that's what's gotten me through this year” said Tianna. 
“The [multicultural space] was like the big, fundamental piece for me. That's 
where I found my support. I was in there every day, sleeping, eating, watching TV, like, 
that's where I found my emotional support, my academic support” Aaron shared. Many in 
the third focus group also mentioned the newer offices for inclusion and diversity and 
how they have found the staff to be supportive resources in the expanded campus space. 
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It was in the second focus group, however, were participants shared that some 
spaces, although well intentioned in their creation are not always where you find a home. 
"It's like it's supposed to be multicultural, but here we are, everybody [has] got to be from 
Philly to understand us. And then I'm asking all these questions and I'm not, I don't get 
my Black card because I don't know how to play spades. And I'm not with that, like I 
don't, I didn't have the same experiences as a Black person, but I'm still Black, I still have 
a culture" a frustrated Christina shared. Hope chimed in and agreed that her initial 
experiences in the multicultural space were not welcoming, so she ventured to other 
spaces before later returning. 
My first year I sort of found I guess, a home in the Improv Club, which is 
improvisational (laughs) comedy. And I joined it because I did theater in high 
school, so I was like, "Oh look, I want to do theater again, but like I'm, I'm 
very…I have stage fright." So like I didn't want to get on stage, um, but like the 
Improv was like a cool way to really use some of that creative things uh, spinning 
around in my mind (Hope). 
It was a work-study position for one student where she found safety and support. 
“I got lucky. I needed a job, I got a work-study surprise and found support, but say if I 
didn't need to work, and I was just out there doing the college life with no worries, and 
my parents funding me, I would just be out here with no support” Portia explained. There 
were also the offerings of the University’s Campus Ministry with student retreats and 
service trips were others found solace. As Christina reflected on her previous comments 
regarding spaces on campus and one’s identity she said, “…going back to the whole 
identities' thing…[not] being accepted in a lot of spaces has really affected my college 
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experience. Um, even in [the diversity space], like you have to make space. And if there 
is space for it, but the people who are there need to make space too”. 
Seeking diverse support. As the participants shared their experiences working 
with offices and staff on campus, they also shared what institutional supports have and 
can be helpful. It was for Nick a continuation of two relationships formed from his 
experiences in precollege programs before even becoming a college student. "Whenever I 
have any problems, I just go have a one-on-one chat with them. They'll usually know 
how to like, drive out the problem and uh, get to the root of it, and help you in the 
conversation to find out what, what the problem is”. He also touts a “relationship with the 
professor in the summer program...I go (laughs) talk to her whenever I have any problem. 
And the relationships that I've built with them help me to get through”. 
The diversity the students wished for on-campus extends to the faculty and staff 
which they wish was more representative of them. Participants chimed in “I think by 
support on campus, there's like, I feel like there are five people on campus who get it” 
and “they could hire more professors of color” which were comments that received nods 
from others in the second focus group. 
Other more formal support participants shared a wish to utilize more was the 
University’s counseling and psychological services. Some have already taken the 
initiative to schedule appointments. Tianna shared that, 
…coming from a family where we don't do this. Not only family but culture. [In 
my culture, we] don't believe in getting psychological help and stuff, so that was 
definitely, putting my pride aside and actually getting help to tell a professional 
that "I am semi losing my mind in this space, can you please help me and tell me 
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how to navigate this college thing?" Just having honest conversations with people, 
I think that's been my source of support (Tianna). 
The Counseling Center has for others been a place they wish to find support but one 
believes, "It needs representation as far as people of color, because like there's a lot of, I, 
I mean I wouldn't necessarily link uh, POC [people of color] and trauma to each other, 
but there's you know, there's more. There's so much more to be talked about and I can't, I 
can't project that I can't express that to any non-person of color, because I-, I don't, it just, 
I'm not receptive to any of that" Christina admitted. 
Interpretations 
The interpretation section of this chapter provides a discussion of the themes 
presented from the data analysis as themes and their linkage to the literature presented in 
Chapter 2. The following four inference statements will assist in the formation of the 
Chapter 5 conclusions and recommendations. Each of the following statements connects 
to the four primary themes and research questions viewed here using a theoretical lens 
(See Appendix D). 
Inference One. The underrepresented student process of becoming integrated into 
the University began with the establishment of connections and by becoming active 
participants on campus. 
The integration of students into institutions of higher education forms much of the 
foundation of persistence and retention literature. It is the process of academic and social 
integration that empirical research has found to be beneficial for students and decreases 
the likelihood of dropping out before completing a degree, but it is beneficial only when 
consideration of the background and culture of individual students is factored into the 
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process. As Kuh and Love (2000) explain it, there may be subtleties in the experiences of 
underrepresented students that affect their persistence that generalized theories and 
surveys can miss (p.197). Tinto (2012) refers to a lack of institutional fit, incongruence, 
and isolation as reasons for students not integrating academically and socially into 
college (p.50). The participants in this study validated the need to integrate and revealed 
that they found their place at the University. They are involved in some way 
academically and socially, even though the setting may have been at first a source of 
"culture shock". 
I’ve probably have never felt more less than ever in my life [that I didn’t belong] 
till I came to [here]. Especially coming from New York City, like it’s very diverse 
and coming here where you’re literally the one chocolate chip out of 10. That was 
really difficult. Or just acknowledging how people see me for the first time, that 
was very difficult (Tianna). 
They expressed in their stories how establishing new friendships and ways to participate 
on campus was a combination of remaining who they were and “branching out” to 
connect with other students who at first seemed culturally very unfamiliar. 
These students at a predominately White university entered the institution with some 
precollege connections, which most claim as a reason for selecting the University, but 
they also felt the pressure to acclimate into a climate that was for most of, many of them 
different from the culture that they lived in for most of their lives. Although educational 
experiences in majority White high schools were an adjustment for them, the college 
environment was much starker because they also lived in this new environment. The 
socialization that they fostered both embraced their cultural connections with 
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membership in student groups where there was cultural familiarity, but they also ventured 
out to learn more about how to fit into the dominant campus culture and understand the 
Jesuit values the University's mission is steeped in. 
I actually like the Jesuit values. I think that what they like stand for and what they 
say are, really important. Men and women with and for others, I think that’s so 
important. Like we definitely should be people for other people and with other 
people (Ricardo). 
As Kuh and Love (2000) posited in A Cultural Perspective on Student Departure, 
increasing college success for those populations often underrepresented in higher 
education includes establishing a sense of belonging and membership in groups that 
encourage students to achieve. The seventh proposition includes students finding a "sense 
of belonging" at the institution. It is a process which is less about integrating and more 
about finding a place for "shared values, assumptions, perspectives, beliefs, and meaning- 
making systems related to negotiating the cultural spheres of the institution and its 
components” (Kuh & Love, 2000, p. 206). As mentioned in the findings, the study 
participants are a group that has socialized and made their campus connections that help 
them navigate the University. They have even found numerous navigational pathways 
which as Museus and Quaye (2009) concur with the belief that, "increased numbers of 
connections with campus cultural agents are associated with greater engagement and 
socialization into the cultures of their campus" (p.86). 
The eighth proposition was that “students who belong to one or more enclaves in 
the cultures of immersion are more likely to persist, especially if group members value 
achievement and persistence” (Kuh & Love, 2000, p.207). Therefore, when students are 
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active in groups with peers who can support and encourage them, they do better 
academically and persist. Lee shared that for him, “even my friends sometimes, it’s like 
competition for one of us. Sometimes school can be a competition, so it’s like me trying 
to outperform them is a reason for me to be successful”. It is one of his reasons for 
persisting and the connection to the new friends help him to adjust and understand how to 
become a greater part of his college environment. 
Inference Two. The cultural identities and precollege backgrounds of the 
underrepresented students impact how they adjust and cope, both academically and 
socially, within their college environment. 
The experiences of the students who participated in this study further support the 
more recent iterations of the theories that link persistence to the culture of the student 
when attempting to understand how they form relationships and use their unique 
backgrounds to cope with challenges relating to their identity. In a study by Museus and 
Quaye (2009), they highlight that from participant responses that, "different cultures of 
origin can shape students’ perceptions and experiences" (p.78). Similarly, in this study, 
the identities that each holds greatly influences how they feel about the University and 
their level of comfort when seeking assistance or forming relationships. The diversity of 
their backgrounds also shaped how they responded to preconceived notions about who 
they are and their precollege backgrounds. 
As a White, first-generation student, Courtney shared that there was confusion 
from peers when she acknowledged that her background was not one of privilege and that 
college was an experience she does not share with her parents. 
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Yeah, so people are surprised when I’m like, “Yeah, I’m more lower middle 
class,” then “My parents didn’t do college.” I think it’s just something they 
weren’t expecting because I feel like they have an image of a first-generation 
college student in their head, like- a charity case. (Further explaining of what that 
charity case looks like to others) I don’t know, like second-hand clothing, even 
though mine is second-hand clothing (chuckling). And like we don’t really, we’re 
not that smart. Just not flattering stereotypes... even though I have not met a first- 
generation college student that even fits that bill (Courtney). 
Furthermore, on a predominately White campus, Courtney did not have to 
assimilate to the college social setting. As she shared, the college campus was very much 
like the high school she attended and the city she is from. Therefore, unlike the other 
participants Courtney felt accepted when interacting on campus and displayed a higher 
level of positive perceptions about the campus culture. Courtney's race was not an issue 
that she had to confront, even subtly, in the classroom. The experience of being the only 
minority student in the classroom was a theme that evoked emotion from a few 
participants. The cultural experiences and identities of the other participants were often 
misconstrued by peers and professors who failed to acknowledge how course material 
and discussions made them feel. 
I feel like the curriculum is not very versatile. Just taking English courses, a lot of 
the texts we read are based off of White literature. There are specific courses for 
more multicultural literature, like for example we read “To The Lighthouse” by 
Virginia Woolf, a feminist book, but it doesn’t include feminist ... it’s not for 
feminists of color. So, like, as a Black woman, I’m reading this and the professor 
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wants me to understand it but I can’t connect with the book because it doesn’t ... 
the curriculum sometimes doesn’t feel inclusive (Tianna). 
Each participant revealed a different level of comfort with how they are perceived 
on campus. They are cognizant that there are stereotypes that others project on to them 
and realize that in many courses and policies their identities were not considered when 
they were designed. Even with the challenges, they face the participants all indicated the 
ability to cope and it is based on a strength to persist that they acquired before college. 
Inference Three. The persistence of underrepresented students is aided by 
supportive relationships and their perceptions and feelings about themselves and 
their academic ability. 
The literature places minority students and first-generation students at a deficit 
because they may lack the precollege backgrounds, academic preparation, and less 
“privileged knowledge and resources” in the form of academic capital than other students 
(Baker & Robnett, 2012; Atherton, 2014). The study participants, however, have shown 
academic persistence and an awareness of what it will take for them to complete their 
college degree. Based on the findings, the students revealed that they have confidence in 
their academic abilities and utilize the support of others for any needed resources to 
succeed. 
I believe I can be a successful college student because I feel like I have built 
connections with professors, uh faculty, (laughs)[and] students on campus, that 
will give me the resources that I need if I find myself struggling in the future and 
um, give me the motivation to get me through (Ricardo). 
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Each of the participants even when recounting times of academic challenge never 
espoused defeat, but instead, they displayed a positive sense of self, a form of self- 
efficacy to overcome and continue their education. 
I'm like really motivated and hardworking, so that definitely helps me um, be a 
successful college student. Like, I want it. I want college. I want to graduate, so 
like having the drive and the motivation to want things definitely helps me be 
successful (Ricardo). 
It is this form of self-efficacy that DeWitz et al. (2009) explained to be a beneficial non- 
cognitive factor to be considered for underrepresented student persistence and success. It 
also ties to the work of Yosso's Community Cultural Wealth Model (2005) which 
implores that underrepresented populations should not be considered using deficit 
thinking. Deficit thinking places value on forms of traditional cultural capital that 
because of race, gender or class that the underrepresented student may come to college 
with little of. However, non-cognitive factors play an important role in the self-efficacy 
and a commitment to persist shown by the participants. 
The study participants did share experiences where academically they have 
struggled, but it was the grit they displayed to take the challenges in stride which were 
significant in the findings. They display in their actions and resolve other forms of 
capital which assist them in persisting, including aspirational, navigational, and resistant 
capital to overcome what could be a difficult academic environment. 
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Inference Four. The underrepresented students know where and how to find on- 
campus support because they have acquired a sense of belonging. 
The ability to navigate the college environment proved valuable for the study's 
participants since it assisted them in determining where and how to find on-campus 
support. They were cognizant of many institutional supports offered to them and had 
utilized them when needed. As a study by McCoy (2014) found “even in the most 
extreme situations” with “extreme” being institutions with faculty and student diversity 
below 10%, “integration and participation in student organizations, identifying mentors, 
and using the multicultural center eased the transition into the college environment” 
(p.160). Similarly, the integration of the study's students and their persistence have a 
great deal to do with their on-campus socialization. As one participant shared, he found 
space on-campus which felt like "home" for him. 
I never felt like I could just like go lay in [the] courtyard like I see some people 
doing, on the grass and somebody wouldn’t look at me strange like I’m a 
homeless person. I always felt like if I’m having a long day, I’m tired, I’m pissed 
off, I felt like I could go lay in the lobby of [the multicultural space] and it 
wouldn’t be like I was being judged. Like, people wouldn’t look at me like, 
“What’s wrong with you?” (Aaron) 
The capital students may lack entering college was mitigated for many because 
they attended a University precollege program that offered preparation and information 
about college. Although a prerequisite for participation in the study was that the students 
come from the population of students who attended a precollege program; no explicit 
mention of the programs was built into the list of questions asked of the students. They 
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volunteered in responses about their academic challenges and on-campus support that 
most the staff from these programs, which the researcher serves as one of, are still who 
they turn to when they have questions or concerns. It is informal mentorship and a 
connection with peers that tie them to the institution even when they only represent a 
small portion of the student body. The multicultural space on campus for these students 
was one such place mentioned where students found staff, peers, and activities that 
further tie them to the University. As Christina shared, 
It is insane the amount of [time] these past two semesters, every single day I’ve 
been in there. The only times that I haven’t been in there [was] because I was 
sick. That was it. Like I spend every single day there because every single day 
something was happening. And without those who were working in there, I, you 
know, I wouldn’t, I don’t think I would have gotten through my first year. I mean 
I barely got through it…I mean that’s pretty much it, just having that support, 
someone to relate to my experience... And tell me what to (Christina). 
The participants were aware of institutional support provided for them and how to 
find answers to issues, but the process is easier for students, like the participants, who 
have established a sense of belonging at the University. It was a process of finding their 
place on campus, forging new relationships, and navigating the college environment 
using the grit and navigational skills they acquired before becoming college students. 
Summary 
This chapter provided a discussion of the findings from the case study of 
underrepresented college students and their experiences. There were four primary themes 
presented utilizing the thick, rich, descriptive responses in the voice of the participants. 
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The themes demonstrate that the students’ sense of belonging and level of integration into 
the University assists them in navigating the college environment. It explains their 
challenges and successes in their college careers, which have a direct relation to the on- 
campus and familial support they receive. The four results statements and interpretations 
of the findings, viewed through the theoretical lens of the literature presented in Chapter 
2, will inform the final conclusions and recommendations that will be presented in the 
final chapter. 
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Chapter 5 Conclusions and Recommendations 
Introduction 
The extent of the research relating to student persistence and retention is 
voluminous and spans over forty years. Revisions to theories and the focus of scholarly 
research have changed to account for the students who have become a more substantial 
portion of the college-going population in the 21st century. The purpose of this study was 
the examination of the experiences of a group of underrepresented college students 
enrolled in a private, Jesuit, Catholic university in order to better understand their 
integration into the college environment. 
Using a qualitative case study methodology (Yin, 2014) rich, thick data was 
collected in the form of focus groups and individual interviews that solicited the students' 
perceptions, experiences, and behaviors they used to navigate the University persisting 
towards their undergraduate degrees. The collected data from interviews, along with 
researcher field notes and student data were analyzed and presented in chapter 4 as 
findings and interpretations. 
The themes and results statements from the previous chapter will be utilized in the 
formation of the researcher's conclusions as they related to the conceptual framework and 
the study's research questions. Recommendations for future practice and policy relating 
to persistence and retention strategies for underrepresented students at a private, Jesuit, 
Catholic institution of higher education will also be shared. 
Conclusions 
The conclusions presented hereafter demonstrate the relationships between the 
findings and the conceptual framework provided before the study began, and as responses 
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to each of the initial research questions. The findings and interpretations of the research 
provide support for the final recommendations of this chapter. 
Relation to Conceptual Framework 
In the first chapter, a conceptual framework for the study, which was the 
underpinning of the proposed research was presented. A representation of the historical 
and more recent theoretical models relating to the persistence and retention of college 
students were included in the operational model. The focus of underrepresented students' 
academic and social integration into higher education, with consideration given to their 
culture, was of particular interest in this study, thus found in the model. The conceptual 
framework based on the reviewed three streams of empirical literature was the organizing 
structure used during data analysis, the construction of the findings and interpretations of 
the data. 
The collected data when viewed through the lens of the theoretical models 
included in the conceptual framework, along with the findings presented as four themes 
and four inference statements provide confirmatory evidence that there is a linkage 
between non-academic cultural factors and the integration of underrepresented students 
into the college environment. 
In this study, the participants' responses demonstrate that their integration 
experiences into the University were positively impacted by two commonalities. The first 
was the formation of relationships in the time before or in the first days of their initial 
year of college, as precollege program participants. The second was their involvement on 
campus, mainly with others who shared similar values. These relationships provided a tie 
to the people within their college community and to the values of the institution. These 
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were not the only incidences of integration in their persistence stories, but they were the 
beginning steps of becoming acclimated and navigating towards finding their 
"institutional fit". 
The framework also includes the precollege factors that an individual 
underrepresented student may bring with them to college. The non-cognitive factors 
listed were not exhaustive but did include areas of the students’ backgrounds that posed 
challenges during their integration. However, the participants' shared experiences 
relating to their identity, which were highlighted in the findings, but not in the original 
conceptual framework (reference figure 1). Many confirmed the need to find their place 
and sense of belonging, which is an integral part of establishing a tie to the institution. 
However, they also shared the commonality of having their identity misconstrued with 
assumptions and unspoken labels within the classroom, along with expectations that they 
could speak for an entire group of people. This highlights from the findings that the ever 
changing demographical make-up and intersectionality of student identities must also be 
an aspect considered when addressing the needs and challenges of underrepresented 
students integrating into their college cultures. 
The framework linked the academic and social integration of students, through 
precollege programming to positive predictors of persistence. Based on the findings of 
this study, this framework did include important components of the integration process 
that need to be factored into the transition of underrepresented students. However, it can 
always be revised to include additional factors that may influence what is needed and 
factors which impact a student’s college experiences and persistence. 
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Relation to Research Questions 
The study addressed four research questions created after review of existing 
literature and in conjunction with the creation of the study’s conceptual framework. The 
questions focused specifically on the underrepresented populations studying at a private, 
predominately White, Jesuit, Catholic university and their unique experiences relating to 
college integration and persistence. 
RQ 1. How do underrepresented students navigate a predominantly White, Jesuit, 
Catholic university in order to become socially and academically integrated? 
The first theme, finding one's place, addressed the navigational skills of the 
participants regarding the friendships they formed and their campus community 
involvement. The participants shared their experiences being on a predominately White 
campus and seeking friendships with both peers that looked like them and those that they 
found shared similarities that extended beyond their race or ethnicity. The formation of 
bonds with peers helps to integrate them into their new college environment socially. 
Living on the college campus led to students having realizations about their racial and 
cultural identity, something they had not experienced while attending high school. The 
experience led them to understand who were friends, not just peers. 
The navigation of the university was additionally aided for the participants 
because they became involved in campus student groups and activities. Although the 
initial introductions for a majority of the participants to other students and social groups 
came from their precollege experiences on the campus, they ventured out to find their 
own place. 
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A conclusion from the experiences of these students is that navigation in an environment 
where students are the underrepresented population is aided by the early integration into 
the campus culture. Both social and academic offerings, establish connections that can 
assist students throughout their college careers. However, these integrative experiences 
on the campus will also need to include opportunities for students to connect with others 
who hold shared values and cultural connections because this begins to foster a sense of 
belonging. 
RQ2. What challenges have the students faced relating to their identity on a 
predominately White, Jesuit, Catholic campus and in how have they addressed 
them? 
The challenges faced by participants included how they are perceived, 
expectations from others and the interplay of family expectations and their adjustment to 
a sometimes challenging environment. The participants from the study were aware that 
they would be attending a predominately White institution, but it did not prepare them for 
the stark reality that they were one of very few racial and ethnic minorities on campus. A 
challenge for the first-generation students entering their new environment was that they 
lacked capital making them unknowledgeable about some of the rules and expectations of 
college students. There were also the familial connections and cultural identities student 
brought with them that provided a level of expectation of success. These issues all 
factored into how challenges were addressed by the participants. 
The results of the research made clear that the intersection of underrepresented 
students' identities makes their challenges and solutions complex. Three main challenges 
were shared across the participants' stories. The first was that in an academic setting, 
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students felt they were often expected to respond to issues relating to their perceived 
identity, serving as a spokesperson. The second was the misconception that comes from 
assumptions that the underrepresented student hails from uneducated, poor and not 
academically prepared backgrounds. Although some participants have familial and 
precollege backgrounds that offered them a solid foundation. The third challenge for the 
students was their own realization of all the identities – racial, cultural, socioeconomic, 
gender, sexual orientation, etc. – which are important parts of who they are and how they 
are viewed by others. 
The concluding response to this research question is that the underrepresented 
students were cognizant of challenges relating to the acceptance and understanding of the 
identities that they have, noting that they are also learning that they hold more than one. 
They address issues relating to their identity, however, with resilience. They 
acknowledge not being accepted by some on the campus, so they seek out places and 
people who will lend them the support that they need. 
RQ3. How do underrepresented students describe the strategies they find integral to 
their academic persistence? 
The third overarching theme, drivers of persistence, is attributed by participants to 
their personal feelings about their ability to be successful in their pursuit of a college 
degree. Those feelings about themselves were filled with a gritty confidence that viewed 
obstacles as an opportunity for growth. As one participant stated, they will persist "by 
any means necessary." 
Participants also mentioned in the responses to inquiry relating to academic persistence 
that the people who have been of assistance to them during their academic journey 
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provide the encouragement needed to go on. It was also clear that persistence was not 
ascribed to a set of study strategies, the management of time or approaches to coursework 
for these students. 
The participants have performed well. The drivers of their persistence are the 
precollege confidence they entered the University with and the forms of capital that have 
been captured in the work of Yosso (2005) that is evident in their responses about 
academic challenges. Their coping skills, when non-cognitive challenges arise, were 
apparent in the responses relating to self-doubt, being the only one, or hesitancy about 
being from a family where no one else has earned a college degree. The challenges the 
study participants face in the classroom are surmountable because the majority entered 
the University with the educational or familial backgrounds that provide the external 
support to succeed. Therefore, a lack of strong study skills came from previously not 
needing to study in the ways expected in college, not a lack of academic ability. These 
examples bolster the conclusion that academic challenges can be met by these students, 
but it is the encouragement from their friends and family, and confidence about their 
abilities that are behind the motivation these students have to succeed academically. 
RQ4. What institutional supports do the underrepresented students identify as 
integral to their persistence? (i.e., peer networking, mentoring, social programs) 
Participants shared that through social and academic supports on-campus they 
have established their individual set of supportive people and safe spaces. Any anxiety 
that the participants felt about their status as a member of a small minority population on 
a campus with a majority of affluent White students was alleviated when they connected 
with formal and informal institutional supports. 
97 
The supports the participants found most beneficial came from the campus 
administrators and faculty whom they met during precollege and early campus move-in 
programs. It extended for many participants to the multicultural spaces established to 
house inclusion and diversity-related groups, programs and supports. The ability to find 
other students who shared similar cultural values or interest was what connected the 
students to groups where they could socialize. Since student support is not a one size fits 
all model, other participants connected with faculty members in non-formalized 
mentoring relationships to find answers to academic and social challenges that they may 
have encountered. 
Along with the institutional supports students utilize and consider beneficial, they 
also shared what they would like to have as institutional support. In the non-academic 
areas of the University, the participants asked for additional services to address 
psychological issues and establish more self-care opportunities to mitigate the stresses of 
college. They value established programs and groups with others that share the same 
values, beliefs or practices. However, they wished for that in the composition of those 
providing the support. The participants mentioned that representation in the faculty and 
professional staffing offices needed to reflect more people who understood them and their 
needs. It was a connection to the individual identities of the underrepresented students 
that they feel cannot be addressed by those that are more like the majority of the campus. 
The conclusive statement to this final research question is that persistence for the 
study's participants was tied to a sense of belonging. Once students integrate and find 
acceptance at the institution, they will utilize institutional supports. Even with a lack of 
representation of individuals in positions to offer them support, these students because of 
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their sense of belonging know how and where to find support for issues that could hinder 
their persistence. 
Recommendations 
Actionable solutions for the research problem 
As the higher education landscape continues to shift demographically, it is 
important that administrators, faculty, and staff are also prepared to change the ways we 
view and provide supportive services to underrepresented student populations. With 
consideration given to the findings, interpretations, and conclusions of this study, the 
following actionable steps are recommended for leadership, educational policy, student 
affairs programming, and for future research. 
Recommendations for leadership 
In order to lead towards a sustainable future in higher education, one that is 
prepared to support and teach an increasingly diverse student population there are four 
actionable steps recommended for University leadership at all levels. 
1. Commitment to change. The first actionable solution for increasing the persistence
and increase the navigational skills of underrepresented students is making an
institutional commitment to ongoing change and continual improvement. Change
leadership is a difficult undertaking for a college campus with many systemic
practices and policies. "So, leaders need to model risk-taking, non-judgementalism,
and learning from mistakes, and foster all these in others” (Fullan, 2011, p80). The
findings of this study have revealed that when an institution has in place precollege
programming specifically for underrepresented and underserved students, these early
introductions to higher education and the institution create safe spaces for the
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integration process begins. Some participants of this study reported that having a 
space for inclusion and diversity has given them access to a place and people who can 
support and guide them. An ongoing institutional commitment, stemming from the 
highest levels of administrative leadership to furthering ways not just to diversify, but 
have inclusive practices and policies, will create an even more welcoming 
environment for the most marginalized campus populations. 
2. Campus Climate and Culture. A second actionable solution at all levels of
institutional leadership is ongoing assessment of the campus climate. It is important
to have continuous measures of the University's openness and response to issues of
race, class, and gender. The participants’ found inclusive places at the University and
those places were both physical spaces that felt like “home” or in groups with others
they felt shared similar values and goals. As posited in the literature relating to
culture, sense of belonging, and identity, the subcultures of a University where
students find validation are those where there are shared values (Museus & Quaye,
2009; Kuh & Love, 2000). Therefore, by establishing a climate that acknowledges
diversity can aid in students becoming integrated into the University while not losing
or hiding their own identity.
3. Culturally Inclusive Practices and Supports. The third actionable step is a review
of current practices and forms of support offered to students. The institutional
supports that are provided for underrepresented students need to be holistic, meeting
their academic, emotional, social and spiritual needs. As the Community Cultural
Wealth Model (Yosso, 2005) displays there are areas of wealth that underrepresented
students enter college with that provide them with forms of capital that aid them in
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having the self-efficacy to persist, but they still need formal systems of support that 
address their cultural identities. The issues that they face are not the same as those of 
traditional students. Therefore, having recruitment, retention services, counseling and 
advising provided by professionals that understand their specific issues is beneficial 
for their academic performance. 
4. Change Agents and Representation. The fourth and final actionable step is ensuring
that the institution includes individuals willing and able to “alter language patterns or
understood priorities to reshape behavior on campus," to create accurate
understandings of the abilities and backgrounds of underrepresented student
populations, debunking "problematic assumptions" (Jayakumar & Museus, 2012,
p.152). This actionable step requires consideration of individuals who can serve as
agents of change to influence a new or at least more inclusive culture. The inclusion 
of change agents to improve and implement new inclusive and supportive policies 
and programs requires capacity building. Capacity building requires the training and 
empowering of individuals within the institution and hiring of others who can provide 
the momentum and leadership to shift the institutional culture. The change agents 
must also include an increase in the representation of non-white faculty, 
administration and staff members to ensure that all students are finding diversity in 
the identities of the population employed to support them. 
The inclusion of these four actionable steps can provide the changes needed to 
support the underrepresented population and meet the needs they identify as integral in 
their navigation of higher education. These implementations are only at the institutional 
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level, but there must also be changes in educational policy which influences the work 
happening at higher education institutions. 
Recommendation for educational policy 
The methods of addressing issues of equity and diversity in higher education are 
evolving as the landscape continues to transform based on the needs of a student 
population that enters college with complex intersecting identities and background 
experiences. The policy implications for addressing the needs of our future students is 
great. A learning environment that will reflect a more diverse student body requires the 
confidence to honestly assess the policies and practices long held dear and develop new 
methods of outreach, support, and pedagogy that are inclusive. Universities will need to 
recognize systems of privilege based on race, class, and gender. They will also need to be 
cognizant of the institutional inequities which have been promulgated in the educational 
setting. Therefore, it is recommended that there be continued educational policy 
formation that supports the precollege preparation of students from underrepresented and 
underserved communities and continued supports throughout their college careers that 
aids them in removing barriers that lead to attrition. 
Recommendations for Student Affairs Programming 
Since the student population currently enrolled at the University does not 
represent a monolithic group, there should be an understanding that a standard set of 
University programs and policies will not effectively meet their needs. Therefore, as the 
participants in this study exemplified, student affairs professionals must be prepared to 
demonstrate flexibility in their methods of serving students. What is needed is a holistic 
approach that provides students with an experience that is supportive and recognizes that 
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each educational journey is unique. The holistic approach includes services, support and 
programming which begin before arrival on campus and consistently span the entirety of 
the underrepresented students time at the institution. 
Utilizing the findings and conclusions from this study, three recommendations 
emerged for increasing opportunities for the underrepresented students to form supportive 
relationships, gain a sense of belonging, and demonstrate the ability to self-advocate. All 
are important aspects of creating an institutional climate of high expectations for its 
students as they academically and socially navigate the college environment. 
Expansion and connection of precollege offerings to first year programming. 
Participation in precollege programming has led to many underrepresented students 
feeling a sense of belonging earlier in their time on the University campus. As found in 
the experiences of the study participants, there was comfort in “branching out” to 
establish friendships after having a foundation of relationships with faculty, staff and 
peers formed before their first day of classes. Precollege programs led students to find 
where they fit on campus, and become involved in creating a community that supported 
their identities and needs. These programmatic offerings for underrepresented students 
are limited to students who choose to participate; it is recommended to provide an 
incentive for participating, to encourage a greater number of students to attend precollege 
programs that have shown to be effective in enhancing the student experience. 
The incentive of one credit hour for participating and completing a precollege or 
early arrival program, may be the “nudge” to get more students to participate and as a 
result more students foster a connection with the institution and its culture. Although for 
the underrepresented students there remain mitigating factors which could impede their 
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integration, such as being the only one in a course or unfamiliarity with the rigor of 
course material, early engagement and connections with peers, faculty and staff can help 
with navigating the institution. For a first-generation student, who is underprepared for 
their intended major needs encouragement early on to understand what is expected of 
them inside and outside of the classroom. 
An effective precollege program should additionally provide for its participants a 
visual pathway for reaching the goal of graduation. A path that includes ongoing 
engagement utilizing workshops that highlight effective note-taking tips, lab report 
writing, research opportunities and internship preparation, which are aspects of the 
college experience that underrepresented students need familiarity with in their 
introduction to the institution. By setting high expectations for underrepresented students 
and providing the tools to achieve their goals, the institution demonstrates a commitment 
to fostering success for all students. 
Proactive Advisement. Another aspect of fostering high expectations is 
understanding that for students, especially those entering a predominately White 
environment, that advisement is key. A relationship that acknowledges and appreciates 
the student’s identities and cultural backgrounds, while assisting with the integration and 
navigation of college shows that the institution is adhering to cura personalis, care for the 
whole person. This is not to say that underrepresented students need remediation or hand 
holding, but through conversations and a welcoming climate, students will forge advising 
relationships that aid in any adjustment difficulties they may have. Underrepresented 
students, who feel comfortable can navigate the systems of the institution and are able to 
advocate for themselves. It is through continued connections with those they meet in 
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precollege and early first-year programming that there can be a smoother adjustment to 
the campus climate. 
The advisors that offer proactive advisement are introduced to the 
underrepresented students during their earliest interactions with the University. These 
student affairs professionals, provide supportive relationships that span the entire time a 
student is enrolled, or at least can be maintained by a team of professionals who focus on 
the retention of the underrepresented students on campus. These advisors are assigned to 
provide positive guidance to the students on matters both academic and personal before 
any red flags arise. It is a proactive approach that provides an additional relationship of 
support for the minority, low-income or first-generation student population. 
The final barometer of a student’s experience at an institution is where they end 
up after graduation. Advisement for the underrepresented student is not just for academic 
success, but so that they have the tools necessary to contribute to their communities and 
families. Thus, securing a pathway for others to follow as they become role models for 
educational attainment found in underrepresented populations. 
Mentorship and leadership development. Finally, the division of student affairs 
should be certain that its student development offerings touch on the many diverse 
characteristics of a student’s identity. Identity development is an important aspect of the 
college experience, and in this case, it connects with the Jesuit values that support the 
University’s mission. The enhancement of already established programming can provide 
opportunities for the underrepresented student to lead on campus and prepare for their 
future endeavors. Preparation of leaders expands the University mission of social justice 
beyond the campus. 
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One method of leadership development is through mentorship opportunities with 
individuals in all areas of the University. The opportunities to complete research 
projects, independent studies and attend small group events can benefit the 
underrepresented student and mentor. To lessen preconceived notions, the building of 
relationships helps all members of the community to better understand one another. 
Often underrepresented students are less likely to participate in leadership and 
mentorship opportunities. Research opportunities support the establishment of 
faculty/student relationships which bolster the underrepresented student’s confidence and 
preparation professional endeavors. 
Leadership development and intentional mentorship opportunities are additional 
methods of aiding a student not just towards integration, but for finding their place at the 
University and committing to completing their degree. The recommendations of this 
section are meant to increase the likelihood that more students from underrepresented 
populations integrate into the University and find their place, and in turn increase the 
University’s strategic success in offering a transformative student experiences to its entire 
student body. 
Future Research 
The findings of the research provide insight into the experiences and stories of a 
small group of the underrepresented students at one private, predominately White, Jesuit, 
Catholic University. The navigational skills and resilience of these students could be 
overlooked, but by understanding their stories, there are suggestions for ways to support 
student persistence and provide welcoming, inclusive environments where they can 
establish a strong sense of belonging. Therefore, both recommendations for future 
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research focus on first-generation, low-income and non-White students coming from 
backgrounds that include barriers that empirical literature has listed as a reason for 
student attrition. 
The first recommendation is for additional research of underrepresented student 
experiences at private, Jesuit, Catholic institutions be completed. This research could 
provide comparative qualitative data to increase the understanding of the experiences of 
these students at a Jesuit, Catholic institution versus that at a public university. It was 
already determined that first-generation students graduate at lower percentages from 
Catholic institutions than at public universities (DeAngelo et al., 2011). Thus, additional 
research can assist in determining effective best practices and policies for the 
underrepresented students on Catholic campuses, a seldom-studied population. 
A final potential research area would be a replication of this study shifting the 
focus of research to underrepresented student persistence and the navigational skills of 
students that seem hindered in their college environment and have a greater likelihood of 
not graduating. 
A limitation of this study was that it included students who are academically 
successful and for a majority, they have become integrated into the institution through 
their campus involvement. It was a strengths-based approach and sought those students 
who academically are persisting. The study's participants do not warrant interventions 
because they do not pose the risk of dropping out of college. This additional research 
would be useful for institutions of a similar type to begin to understand better if the 
climate, methods of integrating students or other non-cognitive factors impact struggling 
students’ persistence and experiences. 
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Summary 
Participants in this study shared that while attending a private, Jesuit, Catholic 
University they could find community, support, and growth even as a small portion of the 
population. Despite facing barriers that often lead other students failing, they all 
displayed the grit and commitment to persist. They also shared that some places they 
turned to for solace on campus could be unwelcoming and intimidating as they navigated 
to find their sense of belonging. All participants however conveyed an experience during 
their time at the college where they learned more about themselves, received guidance or 
had opportunities to demonstrate their leadership abilities. The research highlighted 
experiences of adjustment and challenges in college, but these students also established 
ways to overcome and press on towards their goal of earning a college degree. 
The interactions with the student participants was encouraging, since it tells of 
their stories of persistence, in voices that are often unheard. This study adds to the body 
of available research, furthering the understanding of minoritized student populations and 
their experiences in higher education, but more specifically those studying at a Jesuit, 
Catholic institution. The stories of the students in this study highlight the importance of 
listening to students when they tell us what they need to be successful. 
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My name is Jennifer Dessus. I am a doctoral student at Drexel University in the Educational 
Leadership and Management program. 
In partial fulfillment of my degree, I am conducting a study on the experiences of 
underrepresented students at a predominately White, private, Jesuit, Catholic university. I 
want to better understand your experiences navigating your college environment and any 
challenges or setbacks that have defined your college story. If you are interested in being a 
part of this study, I would need approximately ninety minutes of your time. I am looking for 
students willing to participate in focus groups at a location on your campus. 
Your participation in the study is completely voluntary. You may decline to answer any 
question or withdraw from the study at any time without consequence. Also, your 
confidentiality and privacy is extremely important to me. I will not collect or report any 
identifiers or information that would identify you as an individual. The data will be reported 
in the aggregate and my report will be shared with committee reviewing my study. 
Thereafter, I may publish or present my report publicly. 
If you have questions about this study, you may contact my professor, Dr. Jennifer Katz 
Buonincontro, at . This research has been reviewed and 
approved by an Institutional Review Board (IRB) that ensures steps are taken to protect the 
rights and welfare of human subjects taking part in the research. You may contact them at 
HRPP@drexel.edu or 215-255-7857. 
If you would like to participate in my study, please click here and complete a brief 
questionnaire that also allows you to select a focus group to participate in. If you have any 






The following questions will guide the semi-structured interviews with undergraduate 
students selected from those who participated in the focus groups. The questions provide 
the opportunity for more in-depth responses to questions relating to the student’s 
experiences adjusting to and navigating the college environment. 
Introductory script to be read before beginning each interview: 
Thank you for agreeing to continuing your participation in the study by being an 
interviewee. Before beginning I want to remind you that this interview is voluntary and 
that you have the right to stop participating at any time. The consent handout that was 
read to before the focus groups also applies to this interview. The interview is scheduled 
for up to an hour and will be recorded, but you will not be identified; therefore, be 
assured that everything you say will be held in the strictest of confidence. 
The focus of this interview will be your personal experiences as an undergraduate at 
University. I will ask you a series of questions that you are to answer 
honestly and openly. If there is something that you wish to elaborate on, you are 
welcome to add those thoughts. The idea is that you respond to the questions without my 
input in order to capture your perspective on college life 
1. What factors led to you selecting University to continue your 
education?
2. Describe the transition into college from high school. What was your
adjustment into college like during the first year?
3. How would you describe your academic experiences thus far? How about
social experiences?
4. What challenges have you faced as a college student? How did you address or
overcome them?
5. Do you feel like you belong at ? Why or why not? 
6. What do you find has been a source of support for you as a college student?
7. How would you finish the following statement? I believe that I can be a
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student’s precollege factors 
that could impede or foster 
success include their academic 
preparation for higher 
education, which includes high 
school curricula and a school’s 
demographic composition. 
“I think academically my high school prepared me for college. I 
think my issues with the transition were from the amount of 
freedom that I had and all the free time that you have in 
college. Um, I feel like high school, they kinda just tell you what 
to do and how to get there, like what the next step is, but 
college you kind of have to figure out on your own”. – 




The academic transition from 
high school and integration 
into the college environment 
may include challenges. These 
challenges and how they are 
addresses can be indicators of 
a student’s likelihood to 
persist. 
“I think my biggest academic challenge has been like self- 
doubt. And like I don’t know where this came from, because 
like in high school I like, I was very outspoken in class and like 
always like giving my opinions. And then like when I came here 
I was a lot more quiet and like subdued in class. Like I don’t 
raise my hand, like I’m not really the first to participate. And 
like when I have a question I don’t ask it because I feel like 
maybe I’m dumb or like maybe, like it’s something like clear 





The establishment of relations 
is important for students as 
they begin to socially integrate 
into the university and how 
they establish these 
relationships is part of their 
navigation of the environment. 
“I stopped looking for friendships with people who looked like 
me and started looking for friendships with people who 
understand me, if that makes sense. Like it was like more of 
like, “Okay you may or may not look exactly like me, or that you 
may not have like all the similar experiences but like deep down 
within your core, like we have very similar values, very similar 
morals.” Um, which I think is why like one of my best friends 
here is like, “I don’t think people would think that we’d be very 
good friends.” –Hope (focus group 2) 
COMM Commuters The student commuting has an 
experience different from 
those living on campus when 
navigating and establishing 
relationships. 
“I may have the time to go in there multicultural space) 
because I commute, [but] I’m not up to being on campus if I 
don’t have to. I’m going to go home and I’m going to sleep or 
something like that, and not about to be here to just hang”. – 
Portia (focus group 2) 
COPE coping The ways students face and 
overcome challenges and 
problems in their academic 
and social lives at the 
university. 
“I guess going to school is like a tough skin. Not letting things 
get to you easily and just like, I’m not going to say like, go with 
the flow, but just making sure like, things don’t bother you 
easily. I guess that’s what helps me get through” –Francesca 
(focus group 3) 
CULT cultural 
influence 
Culture is an important factor 
in understanding the 
experiences of students, 
especially how culture can 
influence a student’s 
persistence a confidence to 
overcome challenging 
situations. 
“Like I said about the whole culture thing, I come from a culture 
where college equals career, but I feel like college is so you 
don’t be an idiot, and just trying to understand like I’m not here 
necessarily to just get a job but just to become more of an 
intellectual. So [it’s] trying to balance between what I value 
about education and what my family believes an education is 
for “. – Tianna (focus group 1) 
FIN financial 
considerations 
The ways the cost of higher 
education and financing the 
continuation of one’s 
education are considered by 
and impact students’ decisions 
relating to persistence. 
“I transitioned from my parents paying for school to me paying 
for school. So, I had the added stress of school and working”. – 
Portia (focus group 2) 
PLACE Finding My Place An indication that a student is 
integrating into college is when 
they find ways to become 
involved in the campus 
community. These are roots 
that are important to assist in 
student’s determining 
“You know, once I found my place um, it took a while but I built 
these connections that like I’m really grateful for and I don’t 
think I would have gotten at a different institution.” –Hope 
(focus group 2) 
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The non-academic traits that 
are needed for college success 
include a student’s self- 
confidence, discipline and 
motivation to succeed 
(aspirational capital and self- 
efficacy). 
“I believe I will be a successful college student because I’m 
ambitious and I believe I will graduate because I’m brilliant “. – 
Tianna (focus group 1) 
ID identity The student’s understanding of 
who they are and what 
characteristics they feel should 
be assigned to them relating to 
their race, ethnicity, religion, 
culture, gender, sexuality and 
other traits or categories 
specific to them. It is the 
intersectionality of a student’s 
social identities. 
“I felt like I kind of was challenged in my own racial identity just 
because of that (being on an all-White rugby team). Then lucky 
enough it’s like if I go on around to other groups especially, like 
on the multicultural retreat [it will] help me out a little bit. And 
then being able to reconnect with a couple people from [the 
precollege program], and talking things out with them, along 
with getting a little more involved with BSU and eventually 
getting on E-boards. So that helped me out with just realizing 
like I don’t need to conform to that as much as I first thought I 
had to you know”. –Brandon (focus group 2) 
FAC interactions 
w/faculty 
A student’s interactions and 
relationships with faculty can 
be a factor in their retention 
and persistence. 
“I’m more likely to go to office hours than I am to speak up in 
class. Um, because I feel like I can like build that relationship 
with my professors, but like I don’t want to seem like I don’t 




The social and academic 
integration of 
underrepresented students 
can be impacted by the 
incorporation of spaces where 
they are able to feel 
comfortable and connect with 
other students. These are 
spaces for student 
engagement. 
“It’s like it’s supposed to be multicultural, but here we are, 
everybody [has] got to be from Philly to understand us. And 
then I’m asking all these questions and I’m not, I don’t get my 
Black card because I don’t know how to play spades. And I’m 
not with that, like I don’t, I didn’t have the same experiences as 
a Black person, but I’m still Black, I still have a culture”. – 
Christina (focus group 2) 
PI Parental/Familial 
Influence 
The influence in decision- 
making, persistence and 
confidence can be tied to the 
student’s family/parents and 
what was learned before they 
became college students. 
“I go home and my mom’s like “Tell me your ten-year plan.” It’s 
like, okay, which one do you choose? Do I just go with the wind 
or grab the wind? You don’t know which direction to go”. – 
Tianna (focus group 1) 
PRECOLL precollege 
connection 
The precollege or summer 
bridge programs operated by 
the university in order to 
prepare underrepresented 
students socially and 
academically for the transition 
and rigors of higher education. 
“The main reason I chose [this University] to continue my 
education, was the most important reason. [It] was the 
relationships that I had established here already, over the other 
school. And the fact that I’ve been here and seen the 
environment.” – Nick (focus group 2) 
D racial/cultural 
diversity 
Students who are 
underrepresented at a PWI 
have experiences and thoughts 
relating to the racial and 
cultural diversity of the 
University. 
“The opportunities I have here, like are amazing and I don’t 
think I would have been able to find them anywhere else, but I 
just think [the University] is a bubble in terms of um, class and 
race. And the atmosphere is not as welcoming when you first 
come in as a minority student” –Christina (focus group 2) 
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SOB Sense of 
Belonging 
A student that feels a sense of 
belonging at an institution has 
a higher likelihood of 
persistence through 
graduation since this 
connection can help alleviate 
loneliness and help a student 
find value in their college 
environment. 
“I’ve probably have never felt more or less than ever in my life 
[that I didn’t] belong] till I came to [here].. Especially coming 
from New York City, like it’s very diverse and coming here 
where you’re literally the one chocolate chip out of 10. That 
was really difficult. Or just acknowledging how people see me 
for the first time, that was very difficult”. Tianna (focus group 1) 
SOC Socialization The relationships formed 
during the first year can assist 
in a student becoming socially 
integrated into their new 
college environment. 
“When I came here I wasn’t expecting to like have like a tough 
transition, and academically and socially I feel like I, I did well. 
Um, but like my hardest adjustment was dealing with my 
roommate. She had like a serious of like mental health issues. 
Um, and dealing with that, I think hindered a lot of like my 
relationships”. –Hope (focus group 2) 
SR Supportive 
relationships 
A supportive relationship can 
aid in providing the support, 
knowledge and information 
about college that can aid the 
underrepresented student 
adjust and learn how to best 
navigate the university. 
“Just having programs like [the early arrival one] where before 
we’re even thrown into a pool of people that will make us feel 
like we don’t belong here, we meet the people who we belong 
to first and I think that if I didn’t do [the program] and I came to 
[the University] first, I think I would have lost my mind if I didn’t 
do [it]. So, I think that’s very helpful, like having a sense of 
moral compass. And then just people to smack some sense into 
you because it’s like even though we deal with all of this we’re 
more than capable, if not more than capable than the people 




The Jesuit, Catholic identity of 
the institution as perceived by 
the college students in their 
daily campus interactions and 
experiences. 
“I came from a Jesuit institution, so I appreciated the Jesuit 
values, and that’s something I wanted to continue in my 
undergrad “. – Portia (focus group 1) 
FG First Generation “Then it was also just navigating classes and stuff because I 
also felt like other people knew what they were doing a lot 
more because maybe their parents had already experienced 
registering for classes. Or maybe if they went to the University 
they knew the campus layout. And I don’t know. Simple things 
like doing the FAFSA and stuff, like I have no idea, to this day, 
how to do it. My mom will take care of it because she’s done it 
before for me. I don’t know. I don’t know what I’d do if that 
kind of thing came up again” . –Int B 
A college student whose 
parents have not received a 4- 
year college degree 
End 
Goal/Purpose 
The student’s rationale for 
being in college. Any 
connections to the reasons 
they decided to persist in 
college and why graduation is 
possible and probable. 
“I’ve always had the idea of that, it was for growth, but I 
think this year really taught me that because just even 
coming back home to the people that I was accustomed 
to, I see how much different I am and how they’re 
responding to that, some negative and some positive and 
just realizing that when you step outside of the people 
that you’re comfortable with or step outside of the place 
that you’re comfortable with, growth is going to happen 
and how do you accept and deal with that? I think the 
University taught me to want to grow.” - Int C 
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Appendix D 
Research Questions, Themes and Inference Statements 
RESEARCH QUESTIONS FINDINGS INFERENCE STATEMENTS 
Themes/Sub-themes 
1.How do underrepresented
students navigate a 
predominantly White, Jesuit, 
Catholic university in order to 
become socially and 
academically integrated? 
Finding a place 
1. The underrepresented student
process of becoming integrated
into the University began with the 
establishment of connections and 




2. What challenges have the
students faced relating to
their identity on a 
predominately White, Jesuit, 
Catholic campus and in how 
have they addressed them? 
Distinct experiences and 
backgrounds 
2. The cultural identities and
precollege backgrounds of the
underrepresented students impact 
how they adjust and cope, both 
academically and socially, within 
their college environment. 
Background 
Misconceptions 
The only one (Academic 
representation) 
Intersectionality 
Influence of family and 
culture 
3. How do underrepresented
students describe the
strategies they find integral 
to their academic 
persistence? 
Drivers of persistence 3. The persistence of
underrepresented students is aided 
by supportive relationships and 
their perceptions and feelings 
about themselves and their 
academic ability. 
Challenges and coping 
Supportive relationships 
Gritty confidence 
4. What institutional supports
do the underrepresented
students identify as integral 
to their persistence? (i.e. peer 
networking, mentoring, social 
programs) 
Supportive people and 
safe spaces 
4. The underrepresented students
know where and how to find on-
campus support because they have
acquired a sense of belonging. 
Advocates and support 
systems 
Safe spaces 
Seeking diverse support 

